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	1. Chapter 1

**Author's Notes:**

Hello. I have returned. And I bring more merfolk adventures in my wake! This one is a bit of a lark, and the chapters will be more episodic than plot-based. That's not to say there won't be a solid conclusion; merely that I have no plan for said conclusion at present, so this is likely to have an _H2O: Season 1_ feel to it as the problems confronted will be relatively minor in comparison to say... capture and experimentation like _The Dark Side of the Moon_ entailed. Well, minor is a relative term, I guess. Cleo might not agree with that assessment...

Special mention and a heaping of thanks are in order for **h2o42, ****zikki 3**, and **winchestersgirl1967. **Each one of you pleaded with me to write for H2O again, and I honestly thought nothing more could possibly be done with the characters that hadn't already been attempted and proven a terrible idea. But one fateful morning, as my Best Friend Beta Mistress and I tended to a room full of babies that didn't belong to us, she began to brainstorm ideas. Amazingly, we came up with yet another scenario that seemed fun to explore. So here it is, ladies! The fruit of your continual encouragement and **Kitty Pimm**'s briliance.

And yes. The title is a nod to the song of teenage sorrow and angst sung by Kate Alexa whenever Cleo felt tragic on the show.

* * *

><p><strong>i.<strong>

Zane was bored. It wasn't as if Biology couldn't be interesting if he was looking for a challenge. The fact was he wasn't. Lewis on the other hand was enthralled with the assignment Mrs. Macintosh carried on about while Zane was only interested in the choice of partners; namely, those of the female variety.

He'd had his eye on the blonde in the back since she'd rolled her eyes at the teacher's introduction. She looked… spunky. Mrs. Macintosh was setting pairs; up until now they had an almost set structure of class division, breaking away from the consistency only when someone was out sick, or a new dating relationship was formed and the two lovebirds insisted on being partners.

Unfortunately for Mrs. Macintosh, two students were absent from class that day; the little brown one who shadowed Lewis, and Byron, who dropped out to surf full time. That would have evened the numbers, except the new girl's presence meant someone would be taking it solo, or one team was going to have an extra. Macintosh was shoddy at remembering to take absentees into account. She wouldn't remember Lewis's shadow would be back after the weekend.

Zane was inwardly outraged when he realised she was pairing Rikki with Lewis! What a waste! The scientifically-minded Lewis wouldn't even appreciate extended interactions with the pretty girl. He was so intent on scribbling notes at the moment that he barely acknowledged when the teacher put their names together. Zane sent a menacing glare his way. Not that he noticed… but if he had, Zane would have mouthed a number of death threats in his direction.

Mrs. Macintosh halted; a rare occurrence for her. She seemed only now to realise how a new addition unbalanced the scales. "Zane…" she hesitated, "You'll join Lewis and Rikki. I hardly think your _assistance_ will give any unfair advantage." Another time, Zane might have been affronted, but he was more concerned with the excuse he'd just been given to turn about in his seat and flash a grin Rikki's way.

She huffed through her nose, crossing her arms in annoyance. Ah, well. There was plenty of time for her to warm up to him.

At the end of the day, Zane was more than eager to join his team.

Not so with Lewis. "Just follow my lead and try not to screw anything up," he said, once they finally met up at the JuiceNet.

"Please," Zane scoffed. "I'm not in this for your nerdy science stuff or to sabotage your chance at getting chummy with a microscope. I just need to know when the cute chick is due to appear."

Lewis gave a longsuffering sigh. "I should have known. I don't think she's going to show. She's already twenty minutes late."

"I don't like to arrive on time," a female voice cut in as its owner slid into the nearest available seat. "Weeds out the ones who aren't willing to wait for me. I do things on _my_ time. Now someone please explain to me why the three of us are being seen together in a public place. It's damaging my reputation."

Zane was about to ask what sort of reputation she was talking about, but he was foiled again by Lewis's persistence. "We need to plan," he started.

"Plan?" Rikki countered. "What for? You write the paper, we get the credit. Teamwork at its finest."

Zane's face lit up. "Exactly what I was thinking."

"No way," he protested, "This is worth a huge portion of our grades and I'm not doing it alone. As superb as I am with raw data…" he was interrupted by ungracious coughing from Zane, "I'm going to need help on the research part.

"Now, between the two of you," he went on, quickly losing the little interest he held, "I may have been given the worst partners of all time…"

It was Rikki's turn to interject with a, "Rude!"

"…but I think I have an idea that could get us full marks."

Their attention was all but spent, but the next thing he said woke them up considerably. "Zane, I need to borrow your boat."

"What!? No, I don't think so. No one mans the zodiac but me."

"That's precisely why I need you man it for me. We're going to Mako Island to collect water samples."

"_Water_?" Rikki said dubiously. "Your brilliant plan is to write about water?"

"No, not just water. The types of minerals and properties in different pools around the island and how it affects the wildlife and plants there."

"Uh huh." She didn't sound convinced.

Zane was still confused about his own role. "So we get to the island, poke around a bit, you collect your samples, and we go home?"

"_Not_ exactly. I'll need more time than that. We should bring camping gear. To collect enough samples under the right conditions, I'll need more than a few hours. We should spend a night or two to really explore."

Zane's interest was immediately reaffirmed as he raised his eyebrows in thought. A weekend away on a mysterious island; long nights at camp with only Rikki for company as Lewis collected water to his heart's content. Sounded perfect to him. "When do we leave?" he brightened.

Rikki was not so impressed. "You expect me to camp out on an island with two blokes for the sake of a school paper?"

"You'd have your own tent," Lewis offered weakly.

"Yeah, except I haven't got a tent, and even if I had this is a stupid idea!"

Zane had to try anything to get her on board. She didn't seem the type to fall prey to emotional pleading or manipulative compliments. He'd have to go a different approach. "What's wrong, Chadwick?" he baited. "Scared of a little island? It's because of the sharks, isn't it?"

"I'm not scared of sharks," she fired back, "More like dying of boredom or possible insect attacks."

"It's alright," he nodded in sympathy, "We're all scared of something. No worries. Lewis and I can go. I'll fill you in later if we find anything worth using."

"I see what you're doing," she said. "You want to take all the credit and leave me out of the group. That's not gonna happen, Zane Bennett." She glared at him long and hard as he stared her down unflinchingly.

"Bring your extra tent and gear," she said at last. "We leave first thing tomorrow after school."


	2. Chapter 2

ii.

Cleo shuffled down to the kitchen for another box of tissues. She'd been through four boxes already, and it was only the second day of her cold. Kim was miserable too, which meant she was her own charming self; manipulative, irritating, and unreasonable times ten. Cleo tried to time her few but necessary trips outside her room so that she wouldn't come into contact with her younger sister. She was hard enough to deal with when in perfect health. Congestion and sore throats only served to worsen their strained relationship.

While she was downstairs she decided to take more pills and pour herself a juice. It hurt to swallow but it hurt worse when she felt parched. Besides, Lewis always swore on the miraculous healing properties of proper nutrition during a cold. Cleo wondered if he would stop by today with a care kit like last year when she had the stomach flu. She was hardly devastated to be missing school, but it was starting to get lonely with only Hector for company. She opened the pantry where there should have been a good stock of tissues, only to find the space empty.

That was when Kim made her appearance. Unfortunately, her timing wasn't so great today.

"Kim," she questioned with an unnatural rasp, "Where are all the tissues?"

"Where do you think?" she snapped, an octave lower than usual because of her plugged nose. "I've got a cold too, you know!"

"There were four boxes in here _just_ this morning!"

"You're so clever, Cleo. Maybe someday I'll be able to count as well as you." Kim took the glass of juice off the counter and headed back towards the stairs.

"Hey! That's mine!" Cleo tried to sound indignant, but it turned out more like desperation as her hacking cough took over.

"Finders keepers!" Kim shot back. "Just like the stuffed fish you left on the counter. If you want him back, you'll have to give me five dollars."

"Stuffed fish?" she asked hoarsely, trying to recover her voice with a new glass of juice. "What stuffed fish?"

"Dad never gave it to you?" she shrugged. "Lewis brought it over before he headed off to Mako Island with some girl. I thought you brought it back down and left it there because you're stupid like that."

"What do you mean he's going to Mako? With a… a _girl_?"

"Someone named Rikki. That's all he said. Oh, and that he hopes you feel better, but whatever. If you want the fish, pay up. I'll be in my room."

"Kim!" the glass was slammed on the shelf with little consideration for what happened to the remaining juice inside. "You give me my fish!"

"You're in no condition to bargain, Cleo." She crossed her arms and stood obstinately at the bottom step on the stairs.

Cleo stomped forward and once she reached Kim didn't stop but brushed past her, racing up to the bedroom to find her present from Lewis.

It didn't take long. Kim hadn't made any effort to hide her thievery. The larger, stuffed version of Hector sat on her bed amongst a pile of assorted magazines, Cleo's missing travel cup, and no less than seven unopened boxes of tissues.

"_DAAAAAD! Cleo's in my room!"_

"Girls!"

"I'm just getting my things she _stole_ again!" Cleo scooped up as much as she could carry and took off.

"That's not fair! You can't have four boxes and only leave me with three!" Kim tried to push her way into the room, but Cleo planted her feet and kept her shoulder pressed hard against the doorframe.

"You were going to take seven and leave me with nothing!"

"I only got sick today! I'm going to need more than you!"

"I'm older, and have more mucus!"

"That's not how it works…"

"Of course it is." Cleo scoffed. "Lewis says…"

"Lewis is an idiot! And so are you!"

Cleo knew she was being juvenile, but she couldn't help herself. She stuck her tongue out at Kim and gave her a shove, buying just enough time to close the door to her room and retreat with the items she'd collected, fighting back tears the whole way.

Once huddled on the bed with her prizes, she wiped away the tears, frustrated that Kim had made her congestion worse from crying.

Lewis _wasn't_ stupid. She knew she shouldn't care what Kim said, but everything was especially hurtful today.

The fish was perfect. He was the right hue of orange, and his bulgy eyes were just like the live copy's, but bigger, like the rest of him. Hector the Great, she decided his name was. The extra tissues were from Lewis, too. She knew because the boxes had the pink shells and starfish on them. Her mum only bought the plain old boring boxes without lotion. "They're too pricey, Cleo. And the regular ones suit your sister just fine," she'd say. At least _someone_ took her preferences into consideration above Kim's.

Cleo wished he would have stopped in. Not that she wanted to risk giving him their cold, but a wave from the doorway would have been nice. Now she was disappointed in herself for not emerging from her room more often.

Mako Island. What was he doing there? Cleo was familiar with the place; her family had taken a few camping trips to the island when money was tight and they couldn't holiday somewhere more upscale. But why did Lewis want to go there with a girl? A girl named Rikki. He didn't have a very fast boat. Was he planning to row them there? It seemed like a big hassle for one trip. Besides, Cleo knew the island was surrounded by sharks. And _mangroves_.

Was it possible Lewis and Rikki were dating? No way! Lewis didn't date! He was too busy with scientific theories and controlled experiments to pay attention to girls. The most he spoke to anyone of the opposite sex was with Cleo, and they'd been best friends since grade school. He would have told her if he had someone on his mind in that way. Unless something had happened since Cleo had been out sick; something between him and the girl, Rikki.

Cleo poked her finger at one of Hector the Great's bulbous eyes and sighed.

It was the worst day ever.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Comments:<strong>

Poooor, sad Cleo! Whatever could be wrong with Lewis?


	3. Chapter 3

**Author's Notes:** Yes, I'm putting these before the chapter today because this is the first one of the story that made me mark this as M. No lemons! Just... ridiculous science. :P I've had complaints before about the realism (or lack thereof) of the girls transforming with these cute little bikini tops on. And nothing's more amusing to me than embarrassing Lewis in front of Zane. My love is strange like that. For yes, I do love Lewis. He is my H2O husband, so I'm allowed to do these things to him. Okay! As long as you're aware! Inappropriate hijinks are ahead! Carry on.

* * *

><p>iii.<p>

The three of them stared long and hard at the gently oscillating water particles. The waves lapped against the rocky edges of a pool, encompassed by a dome of natural rock formations that gradually narrowed into a cone-shaped top, leaving a circular opening for the moon to shine through.

There was something decidedly eerie about the pool. There were no deviant creatures lurking in its depths that could be seen from shore, no sounds in the cave besides the natural movement of the water, but there was a thickness in the air that felt wrong in a sense. And it wasn't just because Lewis was still a bit winded from falling several metres into the cave in the first place. At least, that's what he told himself.

Finally, Rikki spoke up. "Well? Who's going in?"

"You're not volunteering?" Zane asked.

"Sorry," she said in mock-sympathy. "Haven't got a bather with me."

"Even better," he smirked, earning himself an angry glare from Lewis.

"Guys, please! This is clearly the remains of a dormant volcano that is thousands, possibly even millions of years old! A little respect for the atmosphere?"

"Lewis, you got us stuck in a creepy cave with a pool. I hardly think respect is something either you or the volcano has earned here," Rikki replied.

"No need to worry!" he said, pointing a finger in the air like a professor. "I bet a peek below will reveal an easy escape out! Someone just needs to take a quick dip and reassure the rest of us."

"Why don't you go if you've got it all figured out," Zane insisted.

"Fine!" he agreed vocally. He was even grinning at the words, but his feet stayed planted away from the glowing pool. In fact, his arms were crossed and he seemed to be inching in the opposite direction from the edge.

"Well, no time like the present!" Rikki announced. And then with a shove: "In you go!'

It only took a matter of moments for Lewis to resurface, sputtering and indignant. The two remaining dry on the pool's edge had not ceased their laughter since he'd been pushed in.

"Real funny, guys," he said, rubbing his eyes. "But I wonder how you might like it." He grabbed each one by an ankle, and with surprising strength, pulled them in to join him.

Rikki was not pleased with his revenge, but Zane came up laughing.

"Are you ready to get serious and find us a way out?" Lewis frowned. "_Help_, I mean… _help_ us find a way out."

Zane shrugged, "Since the brains of the operations is in over his head, I guess it's time for some heroics." He sent a cocky smirk Rikki's way, and she tried to blow it off but couldn't help the beginnings of a smile.

She would have proceeded to climb ashore and start drying off, but when it looked like the only way out of the cave was through the pool like Lewis suggested, she figured there was no point.

Zane came back up some time later in order to direct them to the underwater passage. Rikki ignored Lewis's smug, "Told you!" about their escape, and prepared to follow Zane beneath the water where there was no possibility of speaking or being spoken to.

Before she'd gone under, a bubbling in the water distracted her and she twisted around to call Lewis out on being such a sicko. His face mirrored Zane's in that they were both staring fearfully at the rapidly increasing bubbles around them. Soon, the whole pool was foaming, and they realised the moon was hanging directly over the opening above, filling the entire cave with ethereal light.

"What the…?"

The sound of the suddenly roaring pool drowned out Zane's outburst. Rikki found herself grabbing his arm, just to have _something_ to hang onto in case it became a full blown typhoon.

Eventually, the phenomenon ceased, and not even Lewis had a theory about why or how it happened. He mumbled something half-hearted about geysers, but it lacked any of his usual conviction. Shaken, but not discouraged, Zane led them out as he'd planned.

It was a cold, uncomfortable trek back to the campsite in the dark, and everyone was soaked through. No one wanted to talk about the strange happening in the moon pool. The two guys weren't up to talking about their _feelings_, and Rikki was more than okay with that.

Bedraggled and exhausted, the three of them made way to their tents to strip off their wet things and call it a night.

-x-

"I think it rained last night," Lewis remarked, wiping the excess dew off a canteen they'd left out by the campfire.

"Wow. You are a real genius," Zane said bitingly as he picked off a leaf that clung to his bare foot. "Here, toss me that. I'm parched."

The canteen was still spinning in the air when it happened, almost in slow-motion. Zane thought either his eyes were playing tricks on him or he was still asleep. It wasn't until he felt his legs turn to liquid, and reform themselves as a tail of his own that he began to believe it might be real. And even then…

"What is going on?" Lewis asked.

"I don't know, but we'd better find out how to fix it before Rikki wakes up."

"What's wrong?" Lewis scoffed, "Don't want your girlfriend to see you with a fish tail?"

He expected a fierce rebuttal about the use of the term _girlfriend_, but Zane said with a surprisingly sincere voice, "Something like that."

At the sound of Rikki's struggle with the tent zipper, they both scrambled to find something to hide their afflictions with, but there was nothing more than a hand towel in the dirt. Zane tossed it over his tail, making Lewis snort. "That's great. It's totally hidden now. I can't even tell you've got a tail."

"Shut up!" he hissed.

"Are you two _insane_?!" Rikki cried as she stumbled out into the campsite to see her two partners had morphed into some kind of fish hybrid. "Or am I?"

"I have no more idea than you," Zane said defensively. "Lewis under threw the water at me, and now I'm like this."

She continued to stare at them in horror for several more seconds before finally tearing her eyes away. "I'm gonna... go wash up, and maybe by then I'll be awake enough to deal with this."

"The water…" Lewis mumbled. "Rikki? Have you come into contact with any water this morning?"

She made a non-committal snort. "Why? Is it plagued?"

"No... " He waited until she was splashing it on her hands and face before he added, "Not in the _strictest_ sense."

He counted from the time she touched the water until the transformation happened. Ten seconds. At the end of those ten seconds, Rikki had a tail almost identical to his and Zane's, except it was orange. Also like the guys she had no covering on the top portion of her body. She was, essentially, naked. And it was difficult for them not to enjoy their vantage point for a bit.

"Is this some kind of joke?!" she exploded. "Lewis… I don't know exactly how but this is your fault!"

"Why is it _my_ fault?"

"You're the one who dragged us to this stupid island for water samples!"

"Lewis!" Zane stared in horror at the barb extending from Lewis's tail. "Control yourself!"

"I _can't_!" he wailed. "I don't even know how…"

The rest of his answer was cut off as Zane tossed the towel over his head. "Stop being such a pervert. Explain how to fix this!"

Lewis's response was muffled and dejected, but still decisive. "I haven't the slightest idea."


	4. Chapter 4

iv.

The incessant ring of Cleo's alarm finally pulled her out of a deep sleep. She stretched and moaned, trying to ignore it for a few more seconds. As she sat up in annoyance she suddenly realised that she was breathing normally and her throat was perfectly fine—if not a little dry from sleeping with her mouth open as evidenced by the drool on her pillow.

"I'm all better!" she announced to her fish; both the real Hector and the stuffed one. "I can go to school today!" Both responded in kind with silence, but Cleo was used to that. She cheerfully got up to ready herself for the school day.

Kim was still overcoming her virus, so there was no one to bang on Cleo's door prematurely about making it downstairs for a ride or to steal her juice and toast. It was a nice change, being able to moisturise and change her hair accessories all six times it took to get it just right.

Cleo wasn't the greatest academic, but even she was a little worried about missing three days of school over a cold. She knew Emma would have thrown a fit until her parents let her go, sick or not, unless she was deathly ill or in a coma, but other than a little anxiety over whether she'd remember the last few lessons, Cleo was excited by the thought of returning.

It never occurred to her that she might not be assigned to the same group as Lewis for the big science project.

"Lewis!" she waved at him as they approached the lockers.

He glanced over his shoulder before returning the wave, but he didn't seem exactly enthused.

"It's alright Lewis; I'm not contagious anymore! I'm all better, now!" she reassured him.

"Wish I could say the same," he mumbled.

Cleo frowned. "What's wrong? Are you sick now, too?"

"Not exactly. It's good to see you're okay!" he brightened.

She nodded vigorously. "I'll bet Mrs. Macintosh forgot to assign me a group again, but that's alright. She'll let me join yours if you ask her!"

"Uh… about that, Cleo. I don't know if that's such a good idea."

She blinked, taken aback for a moment. Lewis had never hesitated to make her his partner before. Maybe he was sick after all. "Why not?"

"It's just that… I picked a really hard project, and I wouldn't want to bother you with it when you just got over being sick."

"Oh. That's okay! I can do it! I mean… if you help me, I can."

"That's the thing. I don't know if…"

"Lewis!" Cleo started at the voice of another girl calling him. A voice that didn't belong to Emma.

A girl dressed in a red tank with zippers making funny slashes up and down her pant legs was motioning Lewis over to her. Her blonde hair was in two French braids, and she had a wary, almost cheeky expression. Cleo decided she must be the new girl. She was dressed very... confidently.

That's when she noticed the oddness of Lewis's outfit. He was never one to wear trousers unless the weather turned unusually cold or his mother was making him dress up for relatives coming over. There was not a cloud in the sky today but he was in the longest pair of trousers he owned and his colourful shirt was buttoned almost to the top. The major difference was the presence of that girl: Rikki.

"Lewis!" she was still beckoning, growing more insistent with his stalling. He gave Cleo an apologetic shrug and hurried away to Rikki.

Cleo was in shock. Her lip trembled mid-pout. They had to be dating! He'd even taken her to Mako Island and spent the night there! She didn't suppose they'd…

Cleo let out a gasp, attracting the attention of several passing students. She cleared her throat, determined to get to the bottom of Lewis's strange behaviour. She would start with the girl named Rikki.

She ambushed her outside Biology, which for Cleo meant less of an attack and more of a friendly "Hi!"

Rikki looked both ways as if the greeting must have been meant for someone else. "Me?"

"Yes, you. It's Rikki, right?"

"Do I know you?"

"Oh. Well, I just... asked around about you while waiting for class to start. I meant to say hello and everything, but there wasn't time."

"Right. A little creepy, but okay. So to what do I owe the pleasure of this unwanted conversation?"

Cleo couldn't tell if she was trying to be funny or just rude. She cleared her throat awkwardly. "Well, I was just... wondering how you and Lewis met, is all!"

"Lewis? Why...?" Rikki saw it then; in the big, sad eyes directed towards her, the shuffling feet, and the way she hung on her every word after his name was spoken. This girl was head over heels for the nerdy science guy, and he probably had no idea. She could have settled things then and there and put the poor girl out of her misery, but the part of her that wanted to see how far she could take a prank overruled the compassion she had for the forlorn stalker.

"It all happened so fast, I couldn't really say," she shrugged. "One minute I was the weird new girl at school, and the next I'm being asked to the JuiceNet, and going on overnight camping trips..." she let out a long sight for effect. "He's quite the charmer, that Lewis."

"Really?" Cleo's face sank. "I mean... of course he's really cool, and nice, and... thoughtful. I never heard him called that before."

"Well. Sometimes it just takes the right one..." she paused, ready to call her by name, "And you are?"

"Cleo. Cleo Sertori. Lewis didn't mention me?"

The fact was, he had. Couldn't shut up about her, come to think of it. But that's not what Rikki said. She was finding it far more enjoyable to bait Cleo. "Nope. Can't say that he did. Well, this was fun! Catch you around, Claire!"

"Cleo..." she tried correcting her, but the pretty blonde was already out of earshot by the time she gained the courage to speak up. She said it anyway as she fought back tears. "My name is Cleo."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Awww, poor distressed Cleo! Hehehe. I can't pretend this doesn't amuse me about as much as it does Rikki. How the misunderstandings begin...


	5. Chapter 5

v.

Rikki could hardly contain her excitement. It was rare for her to have something even worth breaking into a grin for, but finding out she had the ability to heat water to ridiculous degrees with the flex of a hand merited a triumphant chuckle, at least.

She'd been practicing all morning; on the liquid from her canned peaches, the clothes on the line, and finally on the puddles from the sprinklers. She could get it so hot that the water would evaporate. She could make stewed fruit without using the only pot they had in the trailer. She could burn anything that had been touched by water.

She _had_ to tell the guys! This was going to blow their minds!

She'd catch them at school, right before classes, and corral them for a demonstration.

Zane was easy enough to locate. He ambled his way to the building at a snail's pace; probably hoping they'd start without him and forget he was a student there if he dilly-dallied long enough. It was even easier to get him to follow her than it was finding him. Of course, the way she said "Follow me" in a slightly suggestive tone may have been a manipulative tactic, but Zane was only mildly disappointed when she said they needed to find Lewis next.

"Why? We don't need him to get our own party started," he said with an eyebrow raised.

"This isn't about partying. Something weird is happening to me, and I need him to explain why with his science stuff."

"Please," he scoffed, "Lewis isn't as brilliant as he acts. Why don't you just tell me over dinner? I can be an excellent problem solver."

"Are you a scientist?" she combated.

"No, but if you go out with me I'll hire one to tell you whatever you want to know."

"Flattering, thanks," she smirked. "But I'd rather not be captured as a circus freak and put on display."

"Oh, I don't know. A lot of people would pay to see what Lewis and I have," he said cheekily. It took her a second to realise what he was talking about.

"Is that why you're asking me out? You feel a sense of responsibility for seeing me topless? How adorably old fashioned of you."

"Not exactly. But I wish the thought had crossed my mind, now that you mention it."

"Whatever," she said with a shake of her head. "Just help me find Lewis. Save your money to buy me a bather."

Zane shrugged, still smiling from their banter.

Lewis was much harder to drag away for a conference as he was intent on being awkward with a girl. They chattered on for what seemed like forever until finally Rikki broke it up to have Lewis join them. He reluctantly shuffled over, glancing back at the girl he'd been talking to.

"I didn't know you could talk to girls," Rikki said. "That's impressive."

Zane let out an insolent guffaw. "When he talks to a _real_ girl, then I'll be impressed. That's just Cleo."

"You don't have to be such a jerk!" Lewis snapped, surprising Rikki with his ferocity. "Cleo is a perfectly nice girl, and I won't hear any stupid jokes made about her."

"Touchy, touchy," Zane complained, but he said nothing more about her.

"Okay, guys," Rikki broke in, wanting more than anything to steer the conversation in a less heated direction. "Can we bring this back to me, please? Something incredible but slightly bizarre happened, and you both need to know."

"Incredible... how?" Lewis questioned warily. "Is this one of those female problems?"

"No, genius," Zane said, "This is to do with our collective problem."

Lewis's expression spoke volumes of his confusion.

Rikki's face fell. "Seriously? You don't know what I'm talking about? The _water_ problem?" she shaped her hands like two fins and spread them out downward to make the shape of a tail.

Lewis blinked. He processed it for a second or two. And then, "OH! Right. Yes. The... _that_ problem. What's up?"

"Well, I found out this morning that I have powers," she said in an undertone.

Zane burst out laughing. "You're on something, Chadwick."

She sent him a deadly glare. "You grow a tail ten seconds after touching the water, and you're going to discredit the thought that I have special powers?"

"What kind of powers are we talking about, here?" Lewis interjected.

"Well..." Rikki answered Lewis, but hadn't broken eye contact with Zane. "Meet me somewhere safe after school and find out."

"I know just the spot!" Lewis announced. "It's my super secret fishing spot!"

_-x-_

The rush was incredible! Rikki was boiling a whole portion of the ocean before Lewis made her stop in concern for the sea creatures. It was amazing, feeling the changes in the water with her sixth sense. She wondered if she could someday do it solely with her mind, and not even need to reach towards the water in order to heat it.

Zane was petulant because he hadn't discovered any powers, yet. Lewis was more curious, but still a bit wounded. "I wonder if powers don't develop in the male specimen. Or maybe they develop slower, but therefore are more intense. It might help to be touching the water..."

Before he could finish, Zane was already knee-deep in the waves. Lewis plunged after him, meaning to warn him that it might still be hot from Rikki's experimentation. Without thinking of the consequences, Rikki dashed after them both, and soon all three were topless, and in merfolk form together.

"Well, this is great," Rikki said sarcastically. "I'm naked again."

"I think I found _my_ superpower after all," Zane said with a brash wink.

Lewis shushed them both. "Guys, it's not the time for that! I hear someone coming!"

"Get behind those rocks!" Zane hissed, pointing. "Those and the waves should hide our tails pretty well."

Rikki managed to wedge herself up on the rocks, between both of them. She snorted to think of the position she was in; trapped in the ocean between two guys, and totally naked.

The intruder was the sad brown-haired girl that was in love with Lewis. Poor Cleo could not have chosen a worse time.

She was trudging sadly towards the waterline, hugging herself as if it was cold.

Rikki tried to hold it in for as long as possible, but finally she couldn't help but sneeze.

Cleo's head snapped up to witness Lewis's hand going to Rikki's face in order to cover the sneeze. But it was too late. From her vantage point she saw three heads, three bare shoulders, and the left side of Rikki's breast. Zane sent her a friendly wave which only confused her further.

Her eyes went wide. "What are you guys doing?"

"Uh..." Lewis fumbled. "Just... enjoying the water."

"You're swimming? In your special fishing spot?"

"Weeeell... more like... wading and sunning. But, sure!"

"Are you... are you all naked?" she quivered.

"Sort of!" Zane grinned. "Rikki's the most naked, but..." she jabbed him with her elbow to shut him up.

Cleo looked as if it was _her_ Rikki assaulted in the gut. Lewis was frantic to repair the damage done, but the words that tumbled out of his mouth were not in the least bit helpful.

"Why don't you join us, Cleo?"

"_No_!" Rikki hissed, "Are you _insane_?"

"No... no thanks," Cleo stuttered. "I think I should head home now."

Lewis shrugged, frowning. "The offer was there."

Rikki imitated his voice in mockery once Cleo was safely out of earshot, "'_Why_ _don't you join us, Cleo?_' How stupid can you be? Do you want her to find out about us?"

"I wouldn't mind. Cleo isn't a blab."

"If you tell anyone about this, I will personally remove your head from your shoulders, Lewis," Zane warned.

Lewis shuddered. "Alright! Fine! I won't tell Cleo. Happy?"

Zane sent a sideways glance Rikki's way. "Perfectly."

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes:<strong> Soooo... I know I never set a real posting schedule when I began this (good thing, since I'm all over the place with my story updates) but I still feel like this is late, even by my standards. I was having the hardest time wrapping up a future chapter and I don't like to post unless I have a good store of back up chapters ready to go in case of emergencies.

But hey, the good news is that the Beta and I finally have a grip on where things are going! And it's all downhill. I mean, it's fun for us! But the characters aren't going to be thrilled. Personally, I can't stop giggling. :P
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"Look, I'm not a sap or anything, but you need to do something about Cleo."

Rikki steamed herself dry behind the room divider and tossed yet another waterproof bikini over the side of the panel. "That one doesn't transform with me, either."

Lewis put a large, red X by the description of the top she'd rejected and peered over his notebook towards the direction of Rikki's voice. "What are you talking about? I haven't said a word to her about our secret! I promise she is _not_ a threat! What do you want me to do? Trap her on Mako Island in case she gets suspicious?"

"No, you twit! I mean you need to talk to her!"

Lewis squinted in confusion. "You told me not to!"

"Not about the secret." Rikki huffed through her nose. "Don't you understand anything?" She poked her head out, dry and clothed again, and Lewis chucked her the next experimental suit in the pile; this one a strangely designed wetsuit.

"Really?" she quirked an eyebrow. "I'm going for coverage here, not winner of a pageant."

"Hey, you said you'd try anything! I'm just eliminating every option we have."

She dubiously reassumed her spot behind the divider, squirting more water on her arm from the squirt bottle provided.

"Okay," she said, "I admit that it was fun at first; leading her on in thinking you and I were a couple. But besides that turning my stomach..."

"Gee, thanks," he said absentmindedly, completely focused on his chart of women's swimwear.

"Let me finish!" she scolded. "I think she really is hurt by it. And I'm not a sadist. Despite what you... and everyone else might think of me."

"What am I supposed to do about it?" he sighed. "I can't exactly tell her... Wait." His pen stopped mid-air as Rikki's words began to fully sink in. "You made her think we were a couple!?"

Rikki shrugged sheepishly, though he couldn't see it. "I may have not... entirely... _discouraged_ her misunderstanding things between us."

"Rikki!" Lewis was appalled. "Ugh... I... Do you really think she's upset about it? I mean... it bothers her that I'd be dating you?"

Rikki emerged to throw the wetsuit directly into Lewis's face. "Isn't that what I just said? She looks like I'm the Wicked Witch every time we bump into each other. You need to... I dunno. Reassure her somehow. It's exhausting watching her scamper off to cry all the time."

"She does that?"

"You are so clueless, it's amazing you're able to pick out your clothes every morning."

"Well, by process of elimination..."

"Lewis?"

"Yeah?"

"I don't care. Are you going to talk to Cleo?"

"Right! Cleo! Yes, I am!"

"Then go."

"Right now?"

"Unless you want to do another round of, 'Shopping for bra tops with Rikki!'" she said, sarcasm dripping from every word.

Lewis couldn't keep back a shudder. "Okay, just... get this stuff out of here before my brothers get home."

"Not a problem. I don't exactly relish the thought of your family thinking we're... Ew. I just threw up a little."

For once, Lewis ignored the insulting implications and hurried away.

Cleo looked surprised when she answered the door. Her hair was down, and tied back with a head scarf. That was usually a bad sign for her. It meant she was either too ill or despondent to bother doing anything else with it. Lewis liked it better when she wore it down, but he'd never had the guts to tell her so. It felt like something her... her boyfriend should tell her someday. He wasn't that to her and didn't have the right to voice a preference. The thought made him sad, somehow.

"Lewis!" she peered over each of his shoulders, looking for someone it seemed. "I... thought you'd be with Rikki."

"Rikki? Naw. No. That's not... a thing. Look, we need to talk," he stuttered.

"Uh... sure. We can go to my room. Kim's watching TV down here."

Lewis meekly followed her upstairs, sitting a respectful distance at the foot of her bed while she sat beside him—but not too close, he noted.

"I don't know where to start..." he began, losing his resolve with every second he waited. "I know I've been kind of... weird, lately. But it isn't that I don't want to hang out with you!"

"It's not?" she prodded glumly.

"No, I just... there's a lot on my mind lately." He scratched his head, wondering how in the world he was supposed to reassure her without spilling any secrets.

"Well... I get that," she nodded thoughtfully. "But we used to have a lot on our minds _together_. And I miss that," she sighed.

"You do?" He saw her instinctively reach for the nearest stuffed animal for comfort, and smiled to himself when it was the fish he'd left her as a get well present.

"Sure. But I get it. You have a girlfriend, now. You can't be spending all your time with me. It would be weird if you did. It wouldn't be right to be my _best_ friend and someone else's... _boyfriend_."

He wasn't sure if he'd imagined it, or if her voice had begun to crack with emotion. "Cleo, Rikki isn't my girlfriend."

Cleo's eyes shot up to meet his. "But you and her... I saw you...!"

"It's not what it looked like! We weren't... Zane was messing around," he blurted out, rushing to find a way to make things alright without lying to her.

"Rikki wasn't naked?" she asked warily.

"I mean... Zane has a way of exaggerating. She and I are _not_ in a relationship like that, and certainly not one where... what I'm trying to say is that she is not my girlfriend. No way. I mean, she's a great person. Kind of scary, and... predatory. But not the one for me. No." He paused in his rambling long enough to ask, "Do you believe me?"

She nodded, but still frowning. "So... do you want to go fishing this Saturday?"

"Oh." His face fell. "I don't fish much anymore."

"How come?"

"The science project. Really busy with that."

"Oh." Cleo sighed again, and it sounded as if her world was crumbling around her. Lewis was desperate to make her smile again.

"But we can do something else! How about... a picnic! On the beach! I'll bring the blanket, and you bring... whatever you think."

"Okay!" she brightened, slouching a little less. "Great! So Saturday it is!"

"Yeah, awesome! Meet you here at eleven?"

Cleo nodded, considerably happier, though not quite herself yet.

"Lewis," she said, suddenly growing shy as he stood to leave. "I'm really glad."

He questioned her with his befuddled expression.

"That Rikki's not your girlfriend," she blushed.

"Me too," he exhaled with relief. "You have no idea."
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Cleo was more confused than ever.

It wasn't that she didn't trust Lewis's word that he wasn't dating Rikki. Not exactly. He wasn't the type to be sneaky, and if he claimed there was nothing between them, it had to be true. Unless he was afraid of people knowing. Zane seemed _awfully_ interested in Rikki, and he and Lewis had never got along even without a pretty girl to make things complicated.

Maybe Lewis was with Rikki, but was afraid Zane might do something to hurt him if he found out.

Cleo shook her head. That was silly. What was Zane going to do? Bribe some goons to have Lewis roughed up? She doubted Zane had the stomach for brutalising people, regardless of his big mouth, and this wasn't a mafia town. Zane was just a rich kid with an attitude.

Whatever the case might be, Lewis was hiding something. She could tell by his nervous stutters and his trailing sentences when he'd come for a visit. They'd been best friends since they were barely six, and she was as familiar with his expressions and gestures as she was with her own family. Probably more.

Still, she was looking forward to their picnic. She had jam sandwiches, and carrot and cheese, and even some with sardines. Not because she liked them at all, but it was always on the menu for the sandwich platters Emma made her create for parties and it seemed wrong not to include them now.

If only Kim would leave her alone to pack the sandwiches in peace, she'd be a lot happier. Somehow the little beast had managed to deduce exactly what was going on. Cleo barely said a word on the subject, but Kim's round about nettling could not be deflected by eye rolls and noncommittal grunts.

"Why are you packing sandwiches away? You're using up all the carrots. Mum's going to be mad at you. Emma doesn't like jam sandwiches. You're not going out with the girls, are you? I know Miriam never invites you by yourself, and Emma's got swim practice today."

"How do you know she has practice?"

"Eliot. Anyway, if you're not going with Emma, and you don't have any other friends, you must be dragging Lewis on a picnic. And since those are your favourite plates and you did your hair nice, that makes it a date."

"No, it doesn't," Cleo said, feeling strangely defensive. "We're just spending some time together."

"_Alone_. On a picnic. You're dating him. He just doesn't know it yet," she added with a smug folding of the arms. "I read it in a magazine. You're definitely dating."

Cleo fumbled with the napkins and kept her focus on them instead of Kim's triumphant smirk. "Stop being stupid."

"I can't stop what I never started," she shot back.

"Could you just... leave me alone for two seconds?" Cleo thought she was being patient, but her tone was less than kind, despite her intentions.

Kim stared her down. "One. Two. Your time is up."

"Ugh! You are _so_ _annoy_ing!"

"Girls," their Dad interrupted, "What's going on out here?"

"Cleo's getting ready for her date," Kim chirped, knowing that it was sure to get a rise out of him.

"A date? With who?"

"It's not a date, Kim," she said with menace in her voice. "It's just a simple lunch with Lewis."

"Lewis," he narrowed his eyes. "I don't know about that boy. Something's not quite right about him sometimes."

"Daaad. You're being unfair. Lewis is perfectly respectable."

"Don't let him try anything funny," he cautioned. "He's still a hormonal teenager, and I won't have my daughter..."

"Like I said, it's not even a date," she stopped him, sighing a little as she packed two plastic cups for the drinks. She would have liked to take glasses—the nice tall ones that had vines etched in the sides—but she was afraid with Kim and her dad hovering they'd make fun of it being a further sign that this was not just a picnic lunch between friends.

As her dad unintentionally distracted Kim by turning on a gruesome nature show about predatory sea creatures, Cleo's mind wandered back to the intentions of her picnic. It _was_ kind of like a date, she supposed. It was easy to see how they'd get that impression, though she would never admit it to them.

Maybe... maybe while they were eating lunch, she'd call it a date in passing. Then if Lewis disagreed, he could say so. Or... or maybe she would ask him flat out so he wouldn't feel like she'd trapped him into a corner. Or maybe it was better just to pass it off as a joke, that way they could laugh it off with no awkward backlash.

Or it might be best just to forget about it completely.

Yeah. That was best. No need to make things weird and scare him away. Not if she intended on having a lot more non-dates with him in future.

Lewis arrived right on time with a rolled up blanket tucked under his arm, sporting another pair of trousers, this time with a solid blue polo shirt. Cleo still felt strange to see him on a weekend without tackle box and fishing pole in hand, but she wouldn't let it dampen her excitement to be spending time with him.

She did point out his choice in accessories. "You're wearing sunglasses. Inside."

"Oh. Yes, well, my eyes are a bit sensitive today."

"We can find a spot in the shade," she suggested. "Are you ready, then?"

He nodded, but then backed away when she handed him the picnic basket. "Is there... uh... anything liquidy in there?"

"Just the drinks. Don't worry! I've got lids on everything! I'll be right back. Gotta get my bag."

He took the basket with one hand, trying to touch it as little as possible. Cleo shook her head at his odd behaviour, but was back in a moment, beach bag slung over her shoulder.

"Have fun on your date!" Kim called from her place on the sofa, never taking her eyes off the telly.

Cleo turned deep red, and grabbed Lewis's wrist. "Uh... we'd better go before the best picnicking spot is taken. Bye, Dad." And with a surprisingly firm grip, she pulled Lewis out the door, shutting it behind them with a loud thud.
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Lewis was not excited about finding his power.

He might have been were it not for the ridiculous timing. But the water fates seemed to have conspired against him, and decided to manifest his strange new abilities on the day of his picnic with Cleo.

He had meant for it to be a date; a sort of easing into the possibility of them being more than friends, but when he woke up to find a giant water growth dangling inches from his face, originating from the glass of water on his bedside table and trapping him sufficiently until for no conceivable reason it shrank back into the glass, he let all romantic notions slip from his mind as he concentrated on just one thing; getting his powers under control.

He was used to awkward showers by now. Through a step-by-step process in a sitting position, he could manage to clean portions of himself at a time before drying off from his stack of towels and moving on to the next ten second interval. His brothers would have mocked his thoroughness, but it was more in the interest of experimentation than cleanliness that he insisted on washing himself in human form. He was becoming quite proficient in remembering his notes until he could make it to his writing implements.

Dipping his head, he meant to start with his hair but the water from the showerhead took an unnatural trajectory, shooting straight up at the ceiling about four inches from the spout. It took him a few seconds to figure out what had happened. Somehow he was moving the water around him without intending to. Unfortunately, he couldn't make it go where he wanted when he was trying. Even his determination for the scientific cause flagged after five to ten more minutes of unsuccessful attempts to direct the water back into a straight stream.

It wasn't just that he redirected the water, either. The water seemed to _expand_ around him. Lewis chuckled darkly. He had wanted to experiment with Mako Island water samples, and he certainly had enough strange phenomenons from one dip in the moon pool to deal with for a lifetime.

Thankfully, it was only Larry to be careful of in the kitchen as his older brother shuffled around in his boxers to find breakfast. Larry wasn't the sharpest first thing in the morning, and the rest of his brothers who hadn't moved out yet were either getting a head start on their weekend or fast asleep in their shared rooms.

Larry didn't notice when the pillar of water grew from the sink faucet and made its way into Lewis's glass. Lewis refused to drink it out of spite. He dumped it back out and hurried to the closet to grab a few blankets for the picnic.

He came very close to calling it off. He actually fingered the speed dial that would connect him to Cleo in order to fake sickness. He was terrified of letting his problem show while out with her, but he knew how hard she would take it and it wasn't worth the risk. He knew if he blew it this time, she was likely to withdraw like a pestered turtle and getting another chance with her would not be easy. He still remembered the three months of silence between her and Emma when Emma forgot her birthday sleepover in favour of a swim meet.

It was better to go on the picnic. But in doing so he would take every precaution not to let his freakishness show. He thought maybe covering his eyes would help. If he couldn't _see_ the water, maybe it wouldn't mutate around him.

It sort of worked! Until he dropped the bottle of suntan lotion and the spillage came out as perfectly round bubbles rather than a puddle on the carpet.

Still, he kept the shades on. It felt safer, even if it didn't _really_ help.

She was so pretty, he thought, when she opened the door to admit him. He had always thought her pretty; even when he was six and the only girls he thought of beyond cootie-ridden pests were his mum and some of the fairy tale princesses. He didn't think he'd ever told her. He should tell her. Later, so it wouldn't be weird in front of her family.

He was scared of taking the basket from her. He was almost certain the liquid contents of any containers, sealed or no, were bound to come exploding out the moment he let his guard down. He gingerly took it, holding his breath against the disasters he foresaw.

He was so concerned with the impending doom within the basket that he almost failed to hear Kim's teasing outburst.

"Have fun on your date!"

The words hadn't sunk in until Cleo had hurried him out and they were already heading toward the well worn path to the beach.

She was nervously twirling the end of her braid and chewing on the side of her lip. He kept casting sideways glances at her, telling himself he was going to make a joke about Kim calling it a date and gauge her reaction. In just a few more seconds... After they were far enough from the house...

Cleo squared her shoulders and bounced on her feet a little. "Don't worry about Kim. She says stuff just to get under my skin. I didn't tell anyone we were going on a date." She blushed furiously and tried to backtrack. "Not that this is a date! I mean, I didn't call it... we're just hanging out! We do all the time. Just two friends. Hanging out with lunch. Right?"

Beneath the shades, Lewis's eyes squinted into a frown. "Yeah, no worries. Larry called it a date, too. I get it."

"He did?" she questioned a little too eagerly. And she was smiling, but he tried not to read into it too much. "I mean... there are friendship dates, too. It doesn't have to mean... you know."

"Yeah," he said without any conviction, and before he had mustered up the guts to speak his mind, they'd arrived at the shaded area that was far enough from the shore to prevent any accidents with water. Unless, of course, they came from the picnic supplies. Lewis pushed the thought away, trying not to spoil the afternoon before it had begun.

For a while, things were almost normal. Lewis broke the awkwardness with a meaningless comment that somehow managed to make Cleo laugh, and they were back to being best friends with no crippling secrets or uncertain labels between them. Hours passed in natural conversation and the consumption of all sandwiches except the sardines, until Lewis slipped.

Cleo was fiddling with the cap of her water bottle as she watched a family in the distance fly a kite. Her head was turned so that he just caught her profile, and saw her cheeks puff out just a little as she filled them with air absentmindedly.

"You're so pretty," he blurted without thinking.

Cleo's head snapped to attention, and she blinked at him, doubting what she just heard. Lewis knew it was a chance that could possibly never come to him again, and he swallowed thickly before stating, "I've always thought you were pretty."

Cleo turned red for the third time that day and kept her eyes on the blanket as she asked, "Pretty like, you wouldn't mind me as a sister pretty, or...?"

"No," he said with surprising confidence. "Pretty like I hope this is a date pretty. A real date. Between... more than just friends."

"Lewis!" she leaned towards him, placing her hand on top of his as her face exploded into a smile.

It was a simple touch that he was very familiar with. There had been plenty of occasions for him to take Cleo's hand, whether to help her over treacherous beachside rocks or to paint her nails when she didn't want to do it herself. But this time, the contact sent a thrill through him. A thrill that turned immediately to dread as the top of Cleo's bottle went flying off in a spray of water that doused Lewis in its wake.

He jumped to his feet, frantically searching the shore for a place to hide. Cleo looked up in confusion and concern. "What just happened?"

A false explanation of water pressure and the angle at which she'd been holding her bottle was on the tip of his tongue, but as he felt his legs grow wobbly, he thought it more important to dive into the nearby brush rather than make something up using his store of scientific jargon.

As he sat in the bushes, hoping desperately that he was positioned in way that would hide the huge problem of his shimmering tail, Cleo crept closer. "Lewis. Are you okay?"

He opened his mouth to answer her, but promptly shut it again, discovering with a sudden twisting in his chest that he was about to cry.

This had to be the worst first date in history.

But at least, he thought with a sad smile, it was a _date_.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Awwww, poor Lewis! If only he wasn't a hideous creature from the ocean depths, this wouldn't be a problem and he and Cleo could have a nice, normal relationship. Or cooould they? :P How I love turning the tables on them! I think I still feel more sorry for Cleo and her total confusion. I'm not sure what I would think if a guy dove into some bushes every time I tried to get close. But now my first theory would be merman!
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><p><strong>ix.<strong>

"We're not doing this, Zane."

"What are you talking about?" He blinked in mock surprise at Rikki's hand raised in a ceasefire gesture.

"You're purposefully reading like you're nearsighted so our faces get close."

He narrowed his eyes at the book of legends they had open between them on the park bench. "That's a bit farfetched," he said, but even as he denied it, he moved a bit closer to her. "What could I possibly gain from getting close to you like this?"

"I don't know," she cocked an eyebrow at him. "You might try to steal a kiss or something."

Zane chuckled and his smile widened. "To be honest, the thought hadn't entered my mind yet, but since you mention it..."

Rikki started away, nearly jumping off the bench as she did so. "I just said it wasn't going to happen!"

Zane was taken aback by her reaction. He was used to her quick retorts and somewhat flirtatious rejections. She'd never snapped at him for any of his teasing. And compared to some of the suggestions he'd made before, a kiss hardly ranked as too forward. "Are you mad at me?" he asked.

"No, sorry." She relaxed back into her normal sitting position and shrugged it off. "We're good. Let's keep reading. I want to see if we can solve the topless problem."

"Remind me again why that's a _problem._ I for one find the view quite enjoyable."

She gave him a none-too gentle shove before huffing.

And Zane was not oblivious to the red tinge to her cheeks that belied her annoyance.

"What?" he prodded one more time, "You don't find the transformation rather liberating?"

"That's... not how I'd describe it, no," she said with a slight eye roll.

She wasn't prepared for how intense his voice sounded when he turned serious and said her name. "Rikki, you know I love our back and forth banter. But if it's really upsetting you I'll make an effort to stop. Much as I don't want to," he added.

"It isn't that," she sighed. "Maybe it is. Look, I can't tell if you're sincere or not. It's great hanging out with you, but now and then I feel like you're just using me for kicks and giggles and it makes me uncomfortable."

"So you like harmlessly flirting with me, but you don't like that I'm not sincere? Or is it... that you're _more_ scared of me being serious?"

"I don't know," she admitted, feeling his question was probably best answered in the way she immediately resisted the idea of any conversations devoid of sarcasm.

"Well, I have the solution to that. One date, Rikki. Just give me one date and I'll show you I'm perfectly serious."

She expelled a short laugh. "You mean all this one-on-one larking around isn't dating?"

"Not when Lewis can pop in at any moment, and I haven't bought you anything to eat."

"You're making an awfully big deal over the sake of a meal."

"That's because I'm confident you'll be worth it," he countered with a rather winning smile. "I want to know you better than this project says we have to, but how can I if you don't give me something to work with? I know I come across as... cocky," Rikki snorted amiably at his honest assessment. "But I'm serious about liking you, even more than myself," he grinned. At that, Rikki laughed outright.

"Please go out with me," he finished. "At least once. I can be quite charming when I try, you know."

"Oh, I'm well aware of that," she smiled. "But we can't."

"Give me one good reason."

"How about the fact that you're swimming in money, and I'm just..." she scrunched up her face, finding it impossible to complete her thought verbally. "It wouldn't work, trust me. There are some things that can't be ignored because of nice feelings. We're from two totally different worlds."

"Not when we're in the water. And I said give me a _good_ reason."

"We can't live our entire lives underwater just to have a normal dating life."

"Hah! What's normal? Look at us, Rikki. We're merfolk. Fish people! Do you really think we'll get a normal dating life with _anyone_ while we're like this? I don't want to be _that_ guy, but you don't have a lot of other options. Who else can you trust with your secrets if not me? I mean, there's always Lewis..." he wiggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh and snort. "Sure, we're not the only guys on earth, but I think I know enough about you to get that you don't open up easily, and I doubt you have the ability to get close to someone you couldn't tell everything to."

Rikki was quiet, taken a little off guard by how well he did seem to know her.

"Unless you want to put your life on hold while we sort all this out, that's up to you. But I'm here, and I'm interested. _Seriously_ interested."

"Wow, Zane. You should become a shrink."

"I'm being serious!"

"I know, and I'm trying to process, okay? I... I like you a lot. But what happens if we mess all this up?"

"The science project? I'll buy Lewis a microscope to make it up to him."

"No, stupid. I mean..." her voice lowered to a near whisper when she said, "I mean us."

"I don't know, yet. But I'm more than willing to find out if you let me."

By the end of the day, she'd decided it couldn't hurt to let him have one date. She had nothing to lose. She and Zane already spent more time together than some students who'd been dating for months. It was true what he said about already knowing her darkest secret. Plus he had seen her topless, as he loved to remind her.

For his first and last chance to impress her, Zane took her to dinner. It was early in the evening and far enough away from their school mate's haunts to limit the likelihood of running into any of them. Rikki was pleasantly surprised by how comfortable it was. He didn't choose a place stuffy or overpriced, and she only hit him twice for being cheeky.

After dinner, Zane asked if she wanted to go home and tried very hard not to look smug when she suggested a number of things that would keep them out later.

He opted for seeing a movie, certain that if he kept her too concerned with making small talk she might grow uneasy. It was his turn to be surprised when after the movie Rikki asked for ice cream and a walk on the beach where she found herself admitting that she wasn't ready for him to walk her home.

"I'm not going to ravish you on our first date."

"If I thought that of you, you'd never get this far," she assured him. "My home life..." she started haltingly, "it's not the greatest. My dad does what he can to pay the bills, but I'm not ready to bring you into all that. And if I'm being honest, your own enviable life doesn't hurry that decision along."

"It's not as enviable as you think," he said, studying the bottom of his cone. "My parents don't get along unless they're away from each other. I never see my dad until I've disappointed him somehow, and then he won't get off my back. I don't have any real friends because most people stick with me on account of the perks. I've never had someone I could count on just to be there for me."

"My mum ran off and left us when I was four," Rikki shared in a hush. "I've learned not to bother counting on anyone."

Zane saw that she was finished eating her dessert and toyed with the idea of filling her now-empty hand with his own. "Maybe... we could start by counting on each other."

"What if I let you down?" She frowned so pathetically that he couldn't help but grab her hand in comfort. "What if you let _me_ down?" she added.

"We'll worry about that when the time comes," he murmured, and it sent a strange fluttering to her heart to hear him talk as if their worries were mutual. "But for now, will you take a leap of faith for me?"

She raised her eyes to ask for clarification, or possibly to make a joke and shake off the suddenly heavy atmosphere. Zane would never know which. He leaned in to capture her lips, and in that moment she was lost. They could have stood there for hours without time having meaning for either of them, except that they were brought to the present by a shaking of their legs, and suddenly both Zane and Rikki were tumbling over each other with their tails flopping in frustration.

"_Really_?" Zane cried angrily, "Kissing, too?"

Rikki only shrugged sheepishly. She was still a little dizzy from falling. Or maybe the kissing. Either way, she wasn't ready to call it quits. Some things were totally worth the tail coming out. Zane smiled at her nonchalance and positioning them into a less awkward position, he moved to kiss her again. But Rikki was no longer looking at him with a funny smirk. Her gaze had locked into place and he followed her line of sight to whatever captured her attention with such a mesmerising pull.

There was nothing too remarkable. The ocean was steady. The night sky was calm.

The moon was full.
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**A/N: **Happy New Year's surprise update! :D I hope you're all heralding in 2015 with much cosiness, laughter, and plenty of good food. Those are some of my favourite things, besides H2O stories. Now I shall go hide from the reactions of this cliffhanger...

Reviewers now get a snippet preview of next time! :)

* * *

><p><strong>x.<strong>

It had been two hours since the time Zane and Rikki said they'd meet Lewis, and his mild concern had grown to worry. Fifteen, thirty, even up to forty-five minutes late he could understand. Meeting on Mako wasn't like walking to your neighbour's for a chat. But even Rikki was never up to an hour late, so unless they changed plans without warning him first, something was wrong.

He decided to take another trip around the island and quickly do his field work without them before heading back to find out what had happened.

They'd probably prefer it that way. They were never wholly dedicated to what Lewis had begun to consider _his_ project, but once they'd all grown tails there always seemed to be more important things to do than pretending to be interested in data and research.

Before he left, he wanted a closer look at the moon pool—that was what they were calling the mysterious body of water in which their transformation seemed to source. He kept a small sample of it in a sealed container on his bedside table, but it never behaved any differently than normal water.

Until last night when it began to bubble and glow much like the water in the moon pool. When he took it away from the light of the window it stilled and returned to normal. So, he gathered, it was the affects of a full moon that disturbed its natural state and had given it properties to transform human beings into merfolk. He wondered what this meant for other biological organisms but was unable to get a glimpse of the moon from his window by the time he'd realised in his sleepy state what had caused the funny glow.

Lewis would gather more samples from the moon pool today. Rocks, moss, sand, and any other elements he could get his hands on.

His excitement grew as he trudged nearer the incline that would lead to the pool. What if other creatures were susceptible to the change? What exactly happened to the water as it was morphing? Why did they not fully transform until the next morning? He was bursting with questions and couldn't wait to fill his sample dishes with anything that would help answer them.

What he found there wouldn't fit in his containers.

His two friends... associates... _chums_, were lying on the stretch of sand near the pool. They were wrapped in each others' arms fast asleep, without a shred of clothing on either of them. Lewis blinked in surprise, trying to collect his thoughts. They were in human form; not a scale was to be seen on either pair of legs. He quickly averted his eyes from the entanglement of limbs, telling himself it was for the sake of science that he'd been looking so intently at the shapely curvature of Rikki's bare thigh. She had a birthmark shaped almost like a clover right where her hipbone met her... well, the point was they definitely lost their clothes in human form. Anything they were wearing during a transformation came back intact once dry. _Clearly_, their... conjugation for lack of a nicer word had not begun as merfolk. Although there was no telling where it had continued.

The intimacy of their positions and the choice of location and timing were not the only things strange about the scene before him. Lewis had read about the desirable achievement that caused a couple to experience an afterglow, but the sand beneath the two lovers was _actually_ glowing. He wondered how they could be comfortable on sand so hot that the heat waves were visible, but then he noticed the little white flakes falling from directly above them. The snow was coming down fast enough to cover them with a blanket of ice, but it melted away the moment it made contact with their skin.

Lewis stood gaping for several long moments. He wished his mobile took better pictures, because he wanted to study this phenomenon in great detail. He took several shots in differing angles, and then grabbed a container with which to collect some of the falling snow before it was dissolved by Rikki's body heat. Just as he reached up to gather a few flakes, a soft moan came from below and Rikki shifted from out of Zane's embrace to sprawl out on her back like a starfish.

Lewis swallowed thickly and backed away with his eyes fixed on the rocky top of the volcano. He begged silently with all his might that they wouldn't wake up until he could make his escape.

As his luck would have it, he didn't make it but two feet back before Zane's startled cry echoed throughout the cave. Zane sat up to try assessing his surroundings just as Lewis's heel struck a rock and their eyes met.

Zane seemed to understand two things as he regained consciousness. The first was that he and Rikki were both naked in a cave, and the second was that Lewis stood over them with a Petri dish and a mobile phone.

"What the hell is going on?" he hissed under his breath, while simultaneously covering as much of Rikki's form from Lewis's eyes as he could by crouching over her. "Why are we here... like this? And more importantly, why are you taking pictures?!"

"To the first, I have no idea!" Lewis said in his defence, "To the second, it's not what you think!"

"Not what I think? You've got a phone open in your hand! Either you're taking pictures for your sick idea of research, or you're ordering a pizza. And I don't think anyone delivers out here!"

"No, I... Okay. I admit; I find the affects of last night's full moon on your current state to be quite..." he shook his head of the images, trying to focus on anything _other_ than Rikki's thigh, "but the point is... Zane! You stopped snowing!"

"What?!"

Lewis was too frazzled to explain, but Zane's rude awakening had made the snowfall cease, and now that there was no balancing the subconscious heat waves Rikki gave off, she was starting to wake up from the discomfort.

And when she did, it was to see a naked Zane nearly on top of her.

She didn't speak a word. Just stared, wide-eyed, mid-stretch as Zane blinked down at her, terrified of what was to come.

"Please don't hate me," he said under his breath. "I have no idea what's happened to us."

She swallowed thickly, looking ill. "Where are my clothes?" she asked with as much coolness as she could muster.

"I don't know," he admitted.

"Where are _your_ clothes?"

"I... I honestly do not know the answer to that, either."

"Why are you on top of me?" she said this _almost_ with some of her old teasing tone, but the laugh she meant to follow the question came out as a weak scoff.

"Sorry, I was trying to cover... seeing as we were already..." he saw he was getting nowhere with his attempted explanations and so peered over his shoulder. "Lewis. Give us your shirt."

Under any other circumstances, he would have whinged over the decisiveness of Zane's command and his lack of asking with a 'please' but now, without question, Lewis unbuttoned his colourful shirt and tossed it behind him.

"And your pants," Zane directed. "I hope you wear something under those."

"What?!" The shirt he understood as payment for his misguided peeking, but his pants, as well? That was going too far.

"Do you want me to walk around in the buff, too?" Zane snapped.

"Oh. You want them for... oh." Once Lewis understood they were meant for Rikki and Zane to cover up with, he made no further protests. Without delay, both were reasonably covered.

And much to Lewis's unhappiness, comfortable enough to get angry.
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**xi.**

The first order of business seemed to be piecing together what had happened between their walk on the beach and the predicament Lewis found them both in. Although with heightened emotions and volatile tempers the need to know was not put in such specific terms. Instead, Lewis was barraged with a flurry of questions; angry, demanding ones from Zane, and frantic, bewildered ones from Rikki. Lewis did his best to deflect until he could sort out the best way to unravel the mystery behind their gaps in memory, but unfortunately they took his wish to wait until they'd settled down as a refusal to help. At one point, Rikki began to cry which only intensified the incensed nature of Zane's questions.

"Look, I don't _know!" _Lewis finally shouted over the fray, "I'm really, really sorry, but I don't have the answers, yet! Everyone needs to calm down so we can do some backtracking and figure this out."

Zane was still seething, but managed to keep a steady voice as he said, "First thing's first. You need to apologise to Rikki."

"Wait," she sniffled, "I don't understand. Apologise for what?"

Lewis reluctantly handed her his phone.

Once she saw the images of her... _intimacy_ with Zane, Rikki tossed the phone aside in frightened disbelief. Zane reached out a hand intended to comfort, but she instinctively shied away from his touch, bewildered, and almost ill-looking_._ She swallowed thickly, and after a moment of stunned silence dove into the moon pool without another word.

"Rikki-!" Zane called after her in vain. But if Zane knew anything about what powers he possessed, it was that he was nowhere near as fast as Rikki when it came to swimming. If Rikki wanted to disappear she wouldn't be found until she was good and ready to come out of hiding.

Zane turned his wrath onto Lewis. "If I thought I had a chance of getting away with it, I would kill you."

"I don't doubt that for a minute," Lewis blanched. "But before you work out the details of your premeditated homicide, let me help you fix this."

"Help?" he said in a mocking tone. "How on earth do you expect to _help_?"

"I might know how to prevent this from happening again."

"If it involves shackling you to the bottom of the ocean without a breathing apparatus, I'm all for it."

"I can see you don't forgive easily. Okay. That's fine. Maybe you'd be better off without my help. Maybe I _won't_ offer my insight as to what got you here, naked in a volcano with no memories of the past twelve hours." Lewis could understand Zane's frustration, but he didn't appreciate his good intentions being discredited.

Zane exhaled sharply. "What's your theory?"

Lewis pointed up towards the patch of sky seen through the maw of the volcano. "The moon. A full moon, to be precise. It was a full moon on the night that we first came here, and last night was a full moon when you two... uh... you know."

"No, I don't know, which is why I'm angry. What did it _do_ to us?"

"I can't say for sure, exactly. But exposure to the full moon definitely has an effect on the water from the moon pool and apparently those of us who were transformed by it, too. It's likely you and Rikki were hypnotised by the moon and were taken over by more... uh, primal instincts rather than rational thought. But I'd have to observe someone like us under the same conditions to really understand."

"Yeah, 'someone like us.' It's not gonna be me, and I can guarantee Rikki won't be up to being used as an experiment for a good stretch. So good luck with finding a test subject."

Lewis was about to make a sharp retort but he thought better of it and bit his tongue. He wasn't able to console Zane with the discovery of his new powers, either. With Rikki gone, an essential factor in their dynamics was missing. Her lively sass both amused Zane and kept his attention solely on her, rather than berating Lewis or dwelling too intently on his disappointments.

He said his powers were stupid, and unless he was going to go into the ice cream business, completely useless. Lewis didn't even bother to try persuading him otherwise. They spent another awkward hour trying their powers against each other half-heartedly before they agreed there was no real point anymore and they went their separate ways.

-x-

Rikki sat in her private cove, listless and unhappy. She wasn't in pain. She wasn't even uncomfortable. In fact, she didn't feel the least bit different except for a slight crick in her neck that wasn't there before.

She hated it. If she was going to have her first with Zane Bennett, she sure as hell wanted to remember it. She didn't know how she could ever look him in the eye again. She dreaded the thought of going to school, of meeting him by chance at Mako, or worse, somewhere more public. Not that there was much likeliness of that happening. The benefit of them coming from such two distinct social circles was that they had very few places in common.

Except all the haunts they'd discovered on their date, Rikki realised with a longing sigh. Life was cruel. Just as she was learning to let someone in; learning to _like_ him, even... a catastrophe had to hit. She supposed she wasn't the girlfriend type after all. She could be chummy, but adding romance into the mix never turned out well. She was too scared. Too unprepared. Especially when she took leaps and bounds in a relationship that she couldn't bloody remember the next morning.

Without warning, she thought of Cleo and her romantic confusion, almost wishing they were friends so she could spill her guts to someone likeminded. Lewis wasn't exactly the worst listener in the world, but being of the male species he was dense as a rock. She'd never found herself longing for female companionship before, but she had a feeling Cleo would be the type to sympathise and listen to her problems without judgement. If she could ever get past her jealousy over Lewis, that is.

And that was the thing. As long as there were expectations between people that went beyond friendship, Rikki was screwed. She snorted at the thought.

Nope. So long as there were those troublesome things called _feelings_, there'd be heartache and trouble and Rikki wasn't willing to go through any of it just to try making a new friend.

She was resigned to being alone. She'd been alone pretty much all her life, anyway.

But why did it suddenly feel so _lonely_?

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Aw, pooor Rikki! She needs a friend! Of the non-male variety. I wonder where she could come by one of those?

Remember, reviews get teaser snippets now! :)
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**xii.**

Lewis was worried.

He knew he wasn't the sharpest bloke when it came to female emotions. In fact, he was in a continual state of confusion when it came to Cleo and her true feelings, but it was so obvious that Rikki wasn't herself that even_ he_ lost concentration on the experiments he was running for the project and began thinking instead of ways to help her.

He was pretty confident she wouldn't appreciate any drop-ins from him, however well intentioned. She was still sore over the whole cave fiasco, and he really couldn't blame her. Although he had nothing to do with the initial complications, in hindsight he hadn't been particularly sensitive to the situation. He wished he had a better grasp on people and how _not_ to do exactly the wrong thing at the wrong time. But that was never his strong suit. Cleo was the one who gave insight to how people were feeling and what he could possibly do to make them un-mad at him.

He wondered if she had the ability to make Rikki un-mad at him. They were both girls with... girl sort of problems. Why weren't they friends already, he wondered. He might as well ask. This gave him another excuse to see Cleo again, and it had been all of five hours since they'd last spoke. He nodded determinedly to himself and set down his pen. It couldn't hurt to try.

Cleo gave a little start when she answered the door to see Lewis outside. She didn't brighten up with a huge grin and cry, "Lewis!" like she used to, but he figured it was the awkward newness of their shifting relationship. It was weird for him, too. Weird because he had to keep his tail and erratic power under wraps all while wanting to spend every moment with the person who was most likely to set them off. So for that reason he was a little glad for Cleo's sudden shyness. He couldn't imagine what would happen if she tried to kiss him again.

Today, she smiled and took a deep breath. "Lewis, it's... nice to see you! Do you want to come in?"

He blinked in bemusement before stepping inside. She never needed to ask before. It was always assumed that he wanted to come in. The only obstacle he'd ever faced was Mr. Sertori and his moods.

"Uh, yes. Thanks, Cleo. Could we talk somewhere private?"

"Sure. Mum and Dad aren't here. They took Kim to some concert, so we can talk wherever you want. Do you want a drink or something?" she skipped off to the kitchen, evidently prepared to make herself busy regardless of his needs.

"No thanks," he replied as he set his shoulder bag down and chose a seat on the couch. "I wanted to talk to you about Rikki."

It was quiet for a bit too long, and Lewis wondered if she'd heard him. He craned his neck over his shoulder to see her standing at the sink, staring into an empty glass.

"Cleo?"

"Why about Rikki?" she looked up with a half smile on her face.

"Well, I'm worried about her," he began. "Something happened recently, aaaand... she's not very happy with me. And I was hoping you could... I dunno, be her friend? Do some girl talk. Cheer her up. Something like that."

Cleo's forehead creased the way it did whenever she tried to work out a problem in her head. "Aren't you friends? Couldn't you sort it out?"

"I don't think she wants to talk to me right now."

"Why not?"

"I just have a feeling. Could you talk to her? You're really good at understanding people, and she seems not very... understood right now."

Cleo smiled a little. "Just because _you_ don't understand her doesn't mean she can't be understood."

"Right! Exactly. See, you know what people mean! Would you try at least?"

"I guess I could... try..." she offered. "If it's important to you."

He let out a sigh of relief. "Thank you."

"_If_," she added, "You promise to do one thing."

Immediately, he froze. He couldn't make any promises without knowing what they entailed. It could be something dangerous like a date at the water park or an afternoon of helping her clean her fish tank, or worst of all, something that forced them to sit very close and possibly want to kiss...

"If I can." He tried to sound as willing as possible, though secretly he was terrified.

"Help me with my science project," she begged. "Please? You don't have to do as much as before when we were partners and everything, but I can't understand any of it when you don't explain it to me, and Nate and Gilbert say I was assigned as their third too late and they've already got their own thing going so I might as well sit back and let them handle things. But I want to learn! I just... need help starting."

"Of course!" he brightened, "That's not a problem!"

"Really?"

"Sure! Want to work on it now?"

Cleo nodded eagerly. "Let me grab my notes!"

They worked well into the afternoon, and Lewis was surprised at how close they were able to sit and study without any disasters occurring from the water lines or the glass of water Cleo sipped on as she listened. Maybe he was finally learning to control his powers. He certainly seemed to be in control when Cleo's rebellious curl brushed against his cheek as she leaned closer to the periodic table and nothing in the sink or thereabouts exploded. She was so intent on decoding the mysteries of science that came so easily to him, and he thought it adorable how determined her expression was.

She turned her head to him, still leaning very close, and Lewis suddenly forgot to be afraid of his powers.

"We don't have to kiss, you know," she said quite softly near his lips.

"Wh... what?"

"On our picnic, when you first said we should date I was hoping we'd kiss, but something weird happened with the water and you ran off. You always run off or get jumpy when we're too close, now. There have been lots of times after our picnic I sort of hoped we might kiss and it's like we _could_... but we never do." She frowned so pitifully that Lewis had an extremely hard time of not kissing her then and there. Instead, he merely stared at her, slack jawed as she rambled.

"I understand," she went on, gazing at the scattered notes and textbooks laid out on the table, "We might be bad at it, and that would be embarrassing and I'd be afraid to talk to you for a while. But I think we could _learn_ to be better," she shrugged a little. "But no pressure! Our first kiss is a big deal, and I don't want you rushing anything you're not ready to do."

The trouble was, Lewis felt _more_ than ready to try kissing Cleo. He'd imagined it upwards of a dozen times a day. It was between those fantasies and his worrying over Rikki that halted most of his progress with his own studies. Every bit of him wanted to kiss her, but he could _not_ risk it. Not with being so unsure of his powers and keeping them under control. His heart sank as he realised he might never have them under control, and he might never know what he could handle until he'd tried it.

He had almost convinced himself that it couldn't hurt to try a little kiss. Just a quick peck or two to test the waters. But then he recalled Rikki's plight, and unless he could be absolutely positive that it was the affects of the full moon and not something in their own makeup that reduced them to mindless creatures of passion at the slightest provocation, he wouldn't try anything with Cleo.

Someday he would kiss her, and he was as certain as he could be that it would be enjoyable. But it wouldn't be today.

With a prolonged sigh, Lewis lowered his head to the books and murmured, "Thanks for understanding."

Cleo nodded in sympathy and added with a sideways glance, "Just don't wait too long."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Oh, Cleo. You're trying so hard to be helpful and supportive, but you have nooo idea what's going on.

Reviewers get a preview of the next chapter!
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**xiii.**

"I can't believe we're having this conversation." Rikki stated while jabbing a finger into the gelatinous mass Cleo considered a dessert. A _friendship_ offering, no less. Her stomach turned in unpleasant knots as she made the mistake of imagining it as something worth being consumed. She barely managed not to dry heave in front of its far too perky creator.

Cleo beamed as if Rikki had just invited her in for tea. "I know, it's really late for me to be finally getting to know you, but don't worry. I'll _totally_ make up for it!"

"That's exactly what worries me," she said with a grimace.

"Well, I was going to try to make up with you a lot earlier but then I felt awkward and then it had been so long that it felt even _more_ awkward, but then Lewis said..."

"Lewis," Rikki repeated with gritted teeth in a fashion that was meant to appear as a smile, "I should have known he was the one behind this."

"We just thought you could use someone to talk to!" Cleo replied brightly.

"Eugh. It's even creepier when you say '_we_.'"

Entirely unabashed by Rikki's response, Cleo announced, "I like your house!" by way of changing the subject.

"Uh... you're joking, right?"

"No! It's really neat! Is it as cute on the inside?"

Rikki blinked, "On the inside?"

"Uuuusually when someone brings over a friendship pudding to your house, you're supposed to ask them in for tea or something."

"Yeah, I'm not really into the whole... traditional hostess thing. But thanks for stopping by!"

Seeing that Cleo made no effort to vacate her property, Rikki sighed. "You're not leaving."

"No. Lewis said you'd probably put up a fight, but I'm not supposed to leave until I'm sure that we're friends. And you're making it difficult to tell, so..."

"Hey!" Rikki interrupted, "I was just about to go out! So we should... go, right?" she finished, motioning anywhere _away_ from the trailer she shared with her dad.

"Okay! Where were you headed?"

"That way," Rikki pointed aimlessly.

Cleo merely smiled and waited for her to lead the way. Rikki did so with an exaggerate eye roll and they ambled with no purpose away from the trailer park, though Cleo hardly seemed to mind that they had no real destination. She was content to provide Rikki with all manner of irrelevant information concerning her pet fish, kids at school, the trouble with camisoles, and natural cures for warts. By the end of it, Rikki also knew far more about Lewis and his preferences than she ever cared to know.

Cleo was by no means economical with her words, but little by little Rikki found herself appreciating the constant stream of conversation that required nothing on her part but an occasional nod of sympathy or a noncommittal noise to assure Cleo she still had her attention. It helped take her mind off of recent developments and in a weird way she was grateful that Cleo was so persistent.

However, it turned out that even Cleo had an agenda, as a very brief pause in her ramblings caused her to broach a new topic with Rikki. "So... since we're friends now, I guess I should come clean about something."

"Oh, goodie. The feelings talk already."

Undaunted, Cleo blurted, "I was really mad at you. I even hated you for a little bit."

Rikki sighed. "Perfect. So you devised all kinds of ways to get back at me, and you figured the best was to befriend me."

"No, that's not... a punishment!" she wrinkled her nose in confusion.

Rikki said nothing, but she wasn't sure she agreed.

"And I don't hate you anymore!" Cleo said with enthusiasm. "I just... I thought you and Lewis were dating, and we hadn't really talked about how we felt before, and I was confused. But I'm not mad anymore! Besides, I think you're _really_ cool."

"Are you being serious?"

"Of course!"

"What planet are you from? Because in my world, people aren't just... cheery and forgiving and cool with people for no good reason other than to be nice."

It was Cleo's turn to roll her eyes with a little huff. "Well, in _my_ world, they are. Sometimes. Okay, mostly it's just me. And Lewis. But I guess Emma's not really like that. Anyway, she doesn't have time to hang out anymore since the swim competition kicked into high gear. So I'm really glad we're friends now!" she beamed, and Rikki had to wonder if it hurt to smile so much, "It'll be fun to have another _girl_ to talk to."

"Okay, let's get one thing clear," Rikki stopped her, "I am _not_ into girly stuff. If you want someone to talk nails and hair and cute clothes during sleepovers, find another friend because that's not me."

"Oh, no problem! I already have Lewis for most of that stuff. Except the sleepovers..." her mind seemed to wander for a moment and she blushed. "What I mean is... well, it's actually... that's... guys were what I wanted to talk to you about."

"Usually, that would be my favourite subject," Rikki half-smiled, "But lately, I don't know if I can talk about that, either."

"Well... We don't have to talk about _all _boys. But I did want to ask you... um... have you kissed anyone before?"

"Yeah," and before she could think better of it, the words, "It was phenomenal," slipped out of her mouth.

"Really?!" Cleo looked at Rikki now as if she held all the secrets of the universe. "How did... what did you do to make him kiss you? I mean... I can't get Lewis to kiss me, and I'm starting to wonder if it's me."

"He hasn't kissed you, yet?" Rikki was about to laugh until she realised that kissing for them usually resulted in a tail. "Ah. That's... probably for the best."

"Why?"

"Well, for him... it's... probably gross, and he might want to stick his tongue in your mouth, and what if you hate it? Also, if he has a cold, you might catch it! Totally unsanitary."

"Oh. I thought it might be okay. I thought you said..."

"Nope." Rikki shook her head forcefully. "Definitely do not. Kissing leads to _other _things. _Especially_ with guys like Lewis. Like one minute you're kissing and the next you could be... waking up naked in a dormant volcano!"

"Oh."

Rikki nodded. "Do _not_ kiss Lewis. Ever. Just... don't."

Cleo sighed, "You sound like an advert for sex education."

Rikki wanted to argue, but as her mind drifted to the often embarrassing classes that her father had not seen fit to excuse her from, she felt a knot of dread forming in her belly as she remembered one of the aspects talked about most.

_Pregnancy._

But she couldn't be, could she? It had only been the once! And surely her luck couldn't be _that _terrible...

Rikki swallowed, feeling that violent urge to vomit again.

"Cleo, as a friend, I need you to do me a huge favour."

Cleo looked as if Christmas had just come early.

"This is serious, and you can't tell anyone you're doing this for me. _No one. _Not even... no. _Especially _not Lewis_._"

"But I tell Lewis everything!"

"Not this time you don't, or the friendship is off."

Cleo pondered for a moment, sighed a little, and finally nodded solemnly. "Okay. I won't tell _anyone._ Promise."

"I need you to go to the chemist with me."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Weeeeelll... Did anyone have an inkling that this could be a possibility? Or like Rikki, are we all pretty much flabbergasted by the thought?
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Cleo was puzzled. "But my blood pressure's fine. Dad says I have the lowest in the whole family! Although compared to Lewis's, it _is _pretty high..."

"No," Rikki grumbled at her new friend's denseness, "Not that kind of test." She despaired of every being able to have a full conversation with Cleo _or_ Lewis that didn't require her spelling things out in full. She dropped her voice to a whisper, even though no one else was around. "I need a pregnancy test."

"You...!" Cleo's eyes went wide and she gulped. "I don't want to go in there and buy one!"

"Neither do I! But that's why I need you to go in with me. If there's two of us and we get caught buying one they'll be kept guessing at whose it is. Please, Cleo!" she begged, "I don't have anyone else to ask. Isn't this what friends are supposed to do for each other?" She supposed most friendships were based on feelings aside from desperation and intimidation, but she couldn't bring herself to pretend to be sugar and spice. "Do you _really_ want to be my friend, or not?"

"Okay," Cleo sighed. "But if someone recognises me..."

"They won't! I'll take you to the one furthest from your place."

"I guess that would be alright."

The two of them dillydallied outside the door for much longer than was necessary, both working up the courage to make the first step. Finally, Rikki grabbed Cleo's wrist and hauled her inside. She went directly to the aisle she needed, grabbed the cheapest test, and after choosing a few more innocent looking items proceeded to the queue. The way Cleo shuffled behind her, small and embarrassed, it would have seemed like _she_ was the one considering the possibility of having been knocked up.

She was three feet behind, fiddling with her fingers when Rikki stepped up to the checker.

"Cleo," she hissed, "Get over here."

Cleo jumped a little and ran up alongside Rikki. She kept her eyes trained on the checker's hands as he scanned each item. When he reached for the pregnancy test, she blurted, "That's not for us!"

The bored looking checker raised an eyebrow. He seemed completely unconcerned, but Cleo was in a panic and words were spilling out of her mouth without filter.

"Our friend was too shy to come buy her own test, so she sent us to get it. It isn't for us. Really. It's for our friend. _Emma_," she said with conviction.

He raised his eyebrows in disinterested confusion, finally swiping the test over the scanner and placing it in the bag with everything else.

Rikki could not leave fast enough.

"What were you doing in there?" she insisted once outside the shop, "He didn't even notice anything weird until you said something!"

"I'm sorry, I panicked! When I'm nervous I just... say a lot of things."

"Apparently," Rikki said dully.

"Well..." Cleo shifted from foot to foot, eyeing the bag that held an assortment of random items, a few snacks, and one pregnancy test. "I guess... since you have that now, I'll be heading home. Tell me if you need... anything else."

"Wait," Rikki stopped her before she'd gone too far, "Would you..." she wasn't used to all this _asking _and it was starting to unnerve her, "Do you think you could stay a little longer? Until I've taken it?"

Cleo brightened as if she was hoping to be asked. "Of course! And don't worry, I won't tell _anyone _ you're pregnant. I mean, if you are! If you aren't, I won't tell anyone you thought you were. Just... I'll be totally secretive!"

Rikki didn't want to risk taking the test at her trailer as her dad was expected home at any moment, and she certainly had no intention of using Lewis's place for such a venture so Cleo offered to let her make use of her bathroom at home.

The ten minutes it was supposed to take the test to show results was the longest Rikki had ever lived. She sat with Cleo at the end of her bed, trying not to think of what that second line might mean if it appeared, trying to focus instead on the nail polish stain on the carpet, the seashell chains hanging on the door, or anything besides the little strip in her hand.

Cleo found it impossible to remain quiet however, and soon brought her back to the reason they were there. "Do you mind if I ask... if there is a baby, whose it is?"

"I'd rather not say."

Cleo nodded and her eyes wandered aimlessly around the room for a few seconds. "What are you going to do? If... if it's positive?"

Rikki stood up, unable to sit still any longer. "I don't know, Cleo! Okay? I have no idea what I'm going to do if I find out I'm pregnant." She began to pace back and forth across the room, "My dad and I can barely afford to feed ourselves, let alone take care of a _baby_. We live in a trailer with just enough room not to knock into each other if we're careful. I don't do the whole... children thing at all. I never even had a doll when I was little. I don't know how to raise a kid. I have _no idea_."

Rikki stopped in front of Cleo, breathing heavily. She expected Cleo to respond with some ridiculously optimistic notion about how everything would be fine, how babies were _just so cute_ and Rikki had nothing at all to worry about. But to her surprise, Cleo merely took her hand and gave it a firm squeeze. "I'll help you. Whatever you need, if I possibly can, I'll help you."

"Why?"

"Because that's what friends do," she said, offering a small smile.

"Cleo," Rikki said with a hitch in her throat and tears forming in her eyes.

"What is it?"

She held the test out to show her the results.

"There are two lines."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Well, you know what they say about friendships borne of disasters! Actually... I don't know if there's a saying about friendships formed through disasters. It just seemed like a good time to try being clever. I've failed. My apologies.

Reviews = Teasers!
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Zane was miserable.

At first he did his best to steer clear of Rikki. He figured she'd need time to process their... whatever it was that had happened between them on the island, but after three months of a respectful distance he began to find the separation too much to bear. Ridiculous. They'd barely had one date and already he thought of them as a couple.

But Rikki wanted nothing to do with him. He wished he knew why. Had he made her angry with something he said? Had he hurt her? He couldn't apologise when he couldn't even remember! And Lewis was no help at all with his endless suppositions and experiments. He didn't want a scientific theory to explain away his problem. He wanted Rikki to talk to him again. Lewis was by no means helpful in coming up with a way to make that come about.

"She and Cleo hang out, now," Lewis offered. "Maybe you could ask Cleo what's going on in that female mind of hers." Lewis mumbled something under his breath about girls and secrets backfiring.

"I don't get it!" Zane slapped his hands on Lewis's desk in frustration, causing the student scientist to jump and put his arms protectively around the samples and Petri dishes Zane's outburst had rattled. "She's talking to Cleo, now? She never talked to Cleo before! She never really talked to anyone. I mean, until _we_ talked," he ended glumly.

"Well, that sounds like a healthy mentality."

"You don't understand. She's not that quick to open up to people. Even if she's mad at me, it's not like her to confide in just anyone."

The truth was, her sudden preference for Cleo's company pained him. It wasn't that he was against her having other friends—he wasn't a controlling monster—but the memories he had retained of their beachside stroll weren't easily dismissed. They had shared something secret about their pasts. They had talked about things Zane never imagined telling anyone; let alone a pretty girl on a first date. They were topics that were difficult, and... intimate. It felt more raw and emotional to him than waking up naked at her side hours later. That kind of thing wasn't easy for him to shrug off, and the fact that she seemed to get over it so quickly and find a new friend to confide in cut him pretty deep.

"I was talking about you," Lewis corrected, pushing his glasses a little higher up the bridge of his nose. "You're so jealous right now I think your tail might turn green."

"Look, as much as I love to chat rubbish with you, what I'm really interested in is getting Rikki to talk to me. Do you have her number? Her address? _Something_ to go on?"

Lewis relented, partly out of pity for the desperation in Zane's attitude, and partly to spare his samples another shake. "I know she and Cleo go to the JuiceNet on Fridays after school. They're probably there now."

Zane's relief was tangible. "Thank, mate. I owe you one."

"Mhm."

-x-

They were there just like Lewis said. They sat at a booth together, Rikki dunking a straw warily into a thick, green substance while Cleo babbled cheerfully across from her, the remnants of a much more delectable looking smoothie clinging to the bottom of her glass.

Zane watched them a minute before intruding. He was curious to see if Rikki was as morose and downhearted when off her guard as she was when she knew he was around.

She was. The only difference was that Cleo's endless commentary seemed to hold her interest for long enough to raise an eyebrow and give the smallest hinting of a smile. "Whatever the health benefits supposedly are, they can't be worth puking it all up again," she was saying.

"You're probably right," Cleo nodded, but no less cheerful. "I'll go get you a new drink!"

As she stood to do so, Cleo noticed Zane coming towards their table and stood in his path like a tiny bodyguard. Zane's attempts to stifle his laugh came out in an unkind snort.

"Zane, I don't know why you're here," she said, arms crossed, "but Rikki is _not_ in the mood for your prune juice tricks. Her tummy is very sensitive right now, and if you bother her..."

"I'm not here to bother her," he said, a little sorry now that Cleo only knew him as a prankster. "I just want to talk."

Cleo continued to block his way to Rikki. "Let me ask her if that's alright."

"No." Rikki said before Cleo had time to relay the request.

"She says no."

"I heard what she said; I'm right here!"

"Well, it's not a good time," Cleo said with a bossy sort of tone. Zane was no longer sorry for putting prune juice in her drinks.

Biting back his retort, he asked, "When is?"

"Never," Rikki stated dully as she reached for a chip.

"I think you'd better leave," Cleo added seriously.

Zane huffed but left them alone for the moment. However, he wouldn't relent in his pursual of Rikki and followed the girls at a safe distance until they came to a stop between two lanes. He thought Rikki might follow Cleo to the right, but his luck finally turned when she took a shortcut towards the beach, instead.

He waited until she had settled some distance from the other beach goers before sitting down beside her.

"I don't have anything to say to you, Zane."

Zane released a long pent-up sigh. "Rikki, please. Tell me what I did to make you so mad at me!"

"Nothing. It isn't you. I just... I'm not going to talk about this."

"I want to help," he assured her. "I want to fix... whatever I did wrong."

Rikki whipped her head around to look him straight in the eye for the first time in months, startling Zane with the fierceness of her expression and the tears that had sprung into her eyes. "_Fix_ this!? You want to _fix_ things? This isn't something you can erase, Zane! It's not something you can wave a cheque at and expect it to disappear! _This_ is a human being whose life you've turn totally upside-down." He could tell she was trying desperately not to cry, and very quickly losing the battle.

"But I don't understand! What did I _do_?! I don't even remember..."

"Neither do I," she barked out a laugh without any humour, "Isn't that fantastic? Neither of us remembers a single thing past looking at the full moon that night, but I'm the one living with the consequences. Every day."

He averted his gaze and played with his fingers, all while looking dreadfully worried. "Did... did I hurt you? Did I give you some kind of disease?!" His anxiety might have been comical if Rikki was in a laughing mood.

"No. Not a disease. Just..." Her next words made her sound so sad and so small, and tore into him worse than any of her biting sarcasm ever had. "Please leave me alone."

"I'm sorry, Rikki. I have no idea what you're going through or what I did to put you through this, but I'm sorry. I need you to know that. I know I can't fix things, especially not understanding what they are, but if there's... if I can help at all, I will. I promise. I wish you'd let me."

At his sincerity, Rikki softened some. "I just need time. I don't know how long. Maybe a week. Maybe a year. I just _can't _talk to you about it right now."

"But we will talk?" He gave her half a smile. "I'm not giving up. I can be pretty stubborn when I want to be."

Despite herself, Rikki returned with a sad smile of her own, "Yeah. We'll talk."

A few breaths of heavy silence passed between them.

"I had a great time," he tried. "You know, before blacking out."

"Yeah, so did I," Rikki said as her voice caught. "Before the moon magic took hold it was... it was great."

He seemed to have no more to say without delving into dangerous subject matter, so he left her with a soft, "See you 'round," and headed off down the shoreline.

Rikki watched him go, a sob rising up in her throat that she tried desperately to quell. Maybe he had a right to know exactly what their moon fever had produced. Maybe she should have told him when she had the chance. But she couldn't bring herself to tell someone she knew so little of that he was more important to her than words could express, and his reaction to her condition could either surpass her every hope or destroy the little trust he'd earned from her.

How could she tell Zane Bennet, millionaire heir, that he was the father of her baby? The baby she decided already to care for, and nurture.

The baby she already loved.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** So much confusion and misunderstanding! It would be so much easier if people just _talked_ to each other, wouldn't it? Oh, but then I couldn't sadistically mess with each of the characters! :D Imeanwhat?
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Rikki wasn't sure how they'd reached this point. Lewis was the last person she wanted involved with her crisis, but as Cleo pointed out she needed _someone_ with a grasp on biology to give her advice. Cleo certainly wasn't qualified, and although Rikki used the library to study up on every sort of human pregnancy, and even some dolphin and other water dwelling births as well, she wasn't a great reader and the hours spent pouring over books was starting to get to her. She had to bring Lewis into it.

It was a little cute how his eyes bugged out and it took a few tries to snap him back into the present. Cute, but annoying. Rikki wanted _help_, not another freak out to work through. It was already getting difficult to hide the small bump under her usually fitted tops and had to readjust her sense of style accordingly. Every morning when she woke up and felt the growing bump, she worried about the next stage, the next freak out, the next time she'd feel like running away. She wondered if it might be best for all concerned if she did the running before the next crisis.

She couldn't even imagine what her dad would think if he found out. She knew she had to tell him at some point. He might be totally unobservant of the weight she put on now; his own beer gut making the physical fitness of others a low priority to him, but by the next month of baby growth there was almost no chance he would mistake Rikki's belly for nutritional negligence.

"Tomorrow," she kept telling herself. "I'll tell him tomorrow, after he gets paid," or "when the faucet isn't leaking," or when any number of things that weren't quite going his way should have been fixed.

Another week had gone by and another pair of trousers tossed out due to waist size before she stopped letting herself make excuses.

She waited until he was settled in his favourite armchair; a lucky find tossed out of a neighbour's place after a domestic dispute. Other than the scuffs at the top, it was practically new when he brought it in. Now the print was faded and few shades closer to grey than before, but it was large and it was comfy, and more importantly to Rikki's dad, it reclined.

"Want something to drink?" she offered. He grunted in response. Rikki's hand hovered over the container of instant coffee, but she quickly changed her mind and went for a beer. Best he was as much in his element as possible when she told him.

Unfortunately, his element also meant by the time she'd brought his beer the telly was blaring about car auctions and motorcycles.

"Dad, can I talk to you for a sec?"

She eased slightly in front of the screen, vintage enough that even her frame blocked out most of the picture.

"What?" he finally responded, peering past her as best he could. She flicked the knob and the picture went dark as she ignored his disgruntled exclamation.

"I need to tell you something. And this is important, so don't zone out on me."

"Well then make it quick," he grumbled. "That was a right beaut bein' sold and I'm missing it."

She barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes, a big part of her wanting to just leave him to his program and forget for a while longer that there was anything worth telling.

But instead she let herself grow agitated by his dismissive attitude and with hands on her hips, blurted it out as quickly as possible. "You're right. How stupid of me to think what's happening in my life is worth stopping your show for. I'd hate to interrupt _that _even long enough to tell you that I'm pregnant. So please, don't mind me. I'll mimic you, and ignore all my problems with the help from a couple beers."

He sat up a little straighter. Stared at her, evidently trying to judge her sincerity. Then frowned. Then his face turned an alarming shade of purple.

"You... you... You _couldn't _have been that stupid."

That hurt. She understood from his point of view how it must look, but that made it no less hurtful to hear the disappointment in his voice. The disconcerted frown and tears welling in his eyes were worse than any angry outburst he could have mustered.

She raised her chin defiantly, combating the tears that pricked her own eyes. "Couldn't I? I'm your daughter, after all!"

He flinched at that before his face darkened even further, and immediately she realised she'd gone too far. "Dad... I'm sorry. I just... this isn't what I wanted... _how _I wanted it. And the last thing I need," she blinked and swallowed, because she wasn't, just _wasn't _crying, "is for you to be mad at me too. I'm angry enough at myself for the both of us."

"Who's to blame?" he growled.

She was seconds away from saying, "the moon" before she came to her senses and told him the more believable, if not more truthful answer. "I am as much as anyone. I got... I lost hold of my senses one night and I don't know what I was thinking. It just... happened."

"I _meant_ who else is to blame? Who's the father?"

As with Cleo, Rikki was not about to say. She was even more reluctant to tell her dad. While the consequences of Cleo knowing might have been embarrassment, for her dad to see Zane as a low life womanizer was too much. She also wasn't about to have him pestering the Bennetts for child support. If he was going to find out he was a father that was not the way she intended for it to happen.

Her dad let the matter go for the time being, but she was sure it was only a matter of time before the shock and disappointment faded and the real questioning began.

He was quiet and she almost left the room—left him to stew and think and process in his own time—but suddenly he stood and pulled her into his arms. "I'm sorry too, darlin'. This isn't what I wanted for you either." She sighed and rested her head against his chest, her relief greater than she'd realised. "I'll have to strangle the boy, you understand," his voice gruff and perfectly serious.

She chuckled at that, wiping at her cheeks that most certainly were not the least bit wet. "Not if I strangle him first."

If her life hadn't become complicated enough, it became excruciatingly worse when on a particularly trying day of back pain and swollen feet had Lewis show up at her door.

"What is it?" she snapped, not bothering to check her tone. Lewis had her address in case of emergency, but she'd never known him to use it. He was too frightened of her. He did look out of breath, but it wasn't from intimidation. He'd evidently run from... wherever it was Lewis hung out these days.

"I just had to ask... have you changed, yet?"

Rikki glanced down at her baggy pants and the top that bore remnants of her breakfast she was quick to inhale. Her cravings hadn't changed much except that they'd intensified. "What I wear is none of your business. It's not easy finding pregnancy clothes that aren't hideous! And I wasn't going out in this, anyway!"

"No, I don't mean your clothes! Have you _changed_? You know... transformed? Since the... guppy?"

She raised an eyebrow at 'guppy' and scoffed. "Of _course_. I have to wash up sometimes, don't I? Do you _know_ people who go three months without showering?" Her tone changed at the thought of harm befalling her little one—her _guppy _as Lewis christened it. "Why, did you find something out? It isn't hurting the baby, is it?"

"No, that's why I asked. I don't know either, and I wondered... Well, if something seems off let me know. I can't say there's much I can do but I have a Doppler and some other equipment. At the very least we can check the heartbeat."

Rikki sighed. She didn't want to think about all the things that could possibly go wrong, and how in the world they'd take care of her guppy if anything did. "Should I... try not to change? I mean, I don't see how I could manage, but I'll try."

"Since there's nothing we can do, I'd say don't worry about it quite yet. It's been three months already and it hasn't affected its growth as far I can tell. Just keep taking the vitamins I gave you and everything should be fine," he smiled reassuringly.

An unexpected voice boomed from behind Lewis. Mr. Chadwick had been working on his bike; a process that usually took hours, but he must have left a tool in the house or grown hungry much earlier today.

"Is this him? Is this the bloke?"

Rikki and Lewis were both too frazzled to answer. By their gaping mouths and wide-eyes, Mr. Chadwick was left to assume his suspicion correct. He stalked towards Lewis with the ferocity of a hunter with a vendetta. Rikki braced, for what, she wasn't sure.

Mr. Chadwick grabbed Lewis by the scruff of his collar and with surprising strength for a man of his body type, hoisted him several inches off the ground.

"You're not gonna leave my girl to raise this kid alone," he growled. "You're gonna do things right."

Lewis was so scared, he could do nothing more than swallow thickly and nod. "Y-yes, sir, Mr. Chadwick."

"You won't leave this trailer until the date is set."

"Dad... what are you talking about?" Rikki intervened. "What date?"

"Your wedding date," he said, never taking his fierce glare off of Lewis, "He's gonna marry you, or I'll make his life a living hell."
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"Dad, don't be ridiculous. I'm not marrying Lewis."

"Then neither of you are leaving this trailer."

"That's abduction, Dad. I don't think the police will appreciate that."

Mr. Chadwick glowered in reply, which was enough to keep Lewis rooted to the spot. Rikki was losing more patience by the second, but was determined to maintain control of her emotions for the time being. "Can we talk about this like civilised people, please?"

"I'm sorry," he said, not sounding apologetic in the least, "I just found out my daughter was knocked up by this scrawny runt, here. I'm not in the mood to be _civilised_."

Lewis understood now where Rikki got her sarcasm and love of baiting others with her words. The jab at his size made him exclaim in offense, "'Scrawny?!'"

"Shut up, Lewis," Rikki spat.

"Is that any way to talk to your lover?" he retorted snidely.

Rikki opened her mouth to set the record straight for the sake of her dad, but then she considered her options. If he knew for certain Lewis wasn't the father, he'd prod her until she revealed who _was_. She could never let that happen. For the time being, she'd play along until a real solution could be figured out. It was far better to brainstorm with Lewis about how to get out of this pickle than have her dad shaking Zane down for a promise of matrimony. She cringed at the thought.

"Okay, Dad. Let Lewis and me talk and we'll come up with a date. Just give us some time to work things out."

He sniffed, not totally convinced. "You better be quick about it."

"A month."

"No way. That gives you enough time to make a break for it. I'm not losing you like I lost your mum, Rikki girl. You've got enough of her avoidance and my resourcefulness to do it, and I'm not taking chances."

Rikki didn't want to admit it, but he was right. Given enough time, she'd probably resolve to run away from her problems rather than stick around to deal with the aftermath. Instead of saying as much, she bargained for a week.

"Still too long. I'll give you three days. Three days, and you come home early every night from now on or I call the police and report you as a runaway."

"Dad! Seriously! If you want us to work through this together I need you to lay off the threats!" she was about to make another low blow in relation to her mother, but she resisted.

Mr. Chadwick relinquished his glaring hold on Lewis and pushed past Rikki to enter the trailer. "You know I love you, Rikki," he mumbled, "But you have to get your shit together."

It was with her dad's incomparable wisdom fresh in her mind that Rikki dragged Lewis away to talk.

"I'm not marrying you," he declared, once they were a safe distance.

"Of course not. Don't be an idiot. I'm not marrying _you_."

"You have to tell Zane," he said, speaking his thoughts as soon as they came to him, "You can't seriously still be thinking you can keep this a secret from him."

"Can't I?"

Lewis lowered his head, sighing in defeat. "What else are you going to do? Break your dad's heart and run away? Keep pretending the baby is mine?! Flattering as that is, I hadn't intended on having children yet. Or with you, for that matter!" he added with feeling.

"Yeah, I know! I just..." the rest of her sentence came out as an angry breath instead of coherent words.

"Just what?"

"He's going to think I did it on purpose, to squeeze money out of him or something."

"You don't really think that," Lewis countered. "Zane's not _that_ stupid. Come on, you guys were both on that island with the same loss of memories at the same time. He'll know it was the moon fever and not some kind of sick trap. And I know my opinion is less than nothing to you, but... I think you're making a big mistake by not telling him about the baby. _His _baby. Your baby too!" he added at her questioning gare, "But he definitely had a part in it. By the looks of things you two were having a pretty great time before you woke up all naked and confused. I don't know what happened before the moon got you but for it to end the way it did..." his tone softened, "I can't imagine it was all that bad. You should at least give him the chance to step up. If he doesn't, well, you're back to where you started, but at least that's one less option to consider."

Rikki huffed and shook her head, "Stop it!"

"Stop what?"

"Making sense!" a small smile began to spread across her lips, "It's not like you!"

"Ha. Ha," Lewis muttered. "So does that mean you'll tell him?"

"Yeah," Rikki said. "It's not like I have a choice."

She didn't exactly jump at the chance. She had plenty of opportunity. Zane was always lurking around before and after classes, and she suspected if he hadn't been such a frequent customer at the JuiceNet before his current fascination with the place would have come across as awkward. Even though their school project had long been finished—it was a clear indication of priorities that she barely managed to care when they all got the highest marks possible thanks to Lewis's ridiculously lengthy snooze fest of a paper—there were enough places she and Zane both crossed paths to make it hardly suspect if she wanted to talk.

Still, she put it off.

A day passed. Then another. Every time she caught a glimpse of Zane out of the corner of her eye, whether on purpose or by nervous mistake, she thought of how much closer her dad's deadline was and how she _had_ to say something, and quickly. She knew she wasn't going to marry Lewis. She knew she needed to tell Zane about his guppy. The longer she waited, the more terrified of the conversation she became, and the more frustrated with her own terror.

Finally, she went to the JuiceNet alone. Alone, meaning she went without Cleo who she sent to help Lewis catch fishing bait so she could muster up the courage to talk to Zane in relative privacy.

She absentmindedly ordered a juice; Peach Paradise since Cleo wasn't around to guilt her into something more healthy and tasteless, and fumbled with her change before insisting the cashier just keep it.

He was sitting alone at a table for two. She'd caught a peek over her shoulder when first stepping up to the counter. She took a long sip of her drink, telling herself she wasn't taking it to a booth yet just in case it was made wrong. She considered sitting down at the bar, but one more sip should let her know for certain.

She tried to make her movements look deliberate and precise as she turned quickly on her heel to find a seat. Instead of waltzing confidently to the nearest empty booth, she slammed hard into someone who'd come up to the queue, sloshing a good third of her juice down her neck and shirt.

Instinctively, her eyes met Zane's which reflected the same unbridled panic as her own.

He unceremoniously pushed his chair away from the table, strode up to Rikki, grabbed her by the hand, and pulled her into a back room marked, "Employees Only."

Rikki would have covered her face in embarrassment except the one hand was sticky from peach nectar and the other was secured tightly in Zane's grasp.

They were barely safe behind closed doors before her tail grew and she fell into Zane's awaiting arms.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Since I've been so dreadful with the lack of updates lately, instead of offering a snippet for reviewers I'll post the next chapter as soon as I receive the first review for this one. :)


	18. Chapter 18

**xviii.**

Rikki clutched her belly with a startled cry. She'd felt an odd sensation during the change that was unlike anything she'd felt before. At first she panicked that it was a dreadful omen and the baby was in danger, but the panic passed and turned to excitement as soon as she realised what had really happened.

Zane immediately began to pepper her with concerns. "What is it? What's wrong? Does it hurt? It didn't hurt before. " His view of her was from an awkward angle, but he didn't remember her belly being quite so round before. Of course, it had been months since he'd seen her in this state, but it wasn't something he was likely to forget anytime soon. Or ever.

"No, I... just... please Zane, you need to leave!"

She was pushing at him even as he held her up and kept her from falling—as if hitting the hard tile floor was preferable to being touched by him.

He tried not to focus on the hurt that urged him to oblige her.

"Rikki, stop shoving me, I'm not going anywhere. Not when you're hurt!"

She groaned in frustration but finally allowed him to support her. "Should I get help? Get Lewis, anything?"

"No! It's just... I just..."

"You what? Tell me what's going on!"

"I haven't felt the guppy kick before!" she finally blurted, her voice a mixture of excitement and irritation before she paled, evidently realising what she'd just announced.

"Guppy? What are you...?" he blanched at the way she cupped her hands protectively around her naked abdomen, making void any suppositions about the new lump being from an uncontrolled sweet tooth.

But the alternative was too surreal to process.

"You... you're..."

"Do you think he kicked because he doesn't like me transforming?" she asked in a low voice, as if to herself and not meaning for him to hear at all. It made far too much sense to Zane now, the way she ignored him to talk to her belly as if it was another person. Or... or _contained_ another person.

"_He_?" he pressed, trying to set her down gently on the floor without letting go of her completely. Rikki probably had never been all that heavy on her own, but the additional tail was definitely straining on his arms.

"Or she," she breathed, finally recognising what she'd done and _so_ very grateful he was putting her down before reacting. "I don't know yet."

He swallowed thickly. "Is that what you couldn't tell me?"

She waited for the anger to set in; for the jaw to set, his eyes to narrow, his nose to flare. It didn't happen. In fact, he seemed almost... a softer version of himself. He was in a strange state of awe. When she failed to answer his question, he asked more.

"Is the baby okay? Did changing hurt her?"

"I don't think so," she said, carefully watching his every twitch and gesture for a sign of the anger she was absolutely positive would creep up at any moment. "I've changed plenty of times before and he's growing just fine."

"Well, how do you know? Is there a doctor who knows something about this?"

"Just Lewis," she answered feebly, "he has some equipment he uses to make sure Guppy's okay."

"Seriously? Lewis?" His reaction wasn't a pleasant one, but it still lacked the ire Rikki would have expected. "I mean, sure he's kind of our medical go-to guy, but... _Lewis_?" In that moment, he wished it would have been another girl that had fallen in the moon pool with them; maybe sad little Cleo, or even that annoying cashier at the JuiceNet that insisted on measuring to exact fill lines and never going heavy on the cream. He never thought he'd feel threatened by gangly, nerdy Lewis before, but the fact that he was essentially doctoring his pregnant girlfriend felt odd, to say the least.

"He wasn't my first pick either!" Rikki retorted. "I wouldn't have told him at all, but mermaid obstetricians don't seem to take up residence here! Do you have any better ideas?" she prompted.

Zane shook his head, still staring in wonder at the belly that housed... _Guppy_?

"Why didn't you tell me?" Zane avoided her gaze as he asked, "You didn't think I'd take care of you?"

"I didn't know what your version of taking care of us was," she admitted solemnly. "I wanted to wait until it was too late to _take care_ of the little guppy before telling you, and after that... I didn't want to be paid off to disappear or something."

She'd heard him sigh before, but this was something else. It sounded so despairing that Rikki nearly reached out to squeeze his arm reassuringly. "I thought you knew me better than that," he said.

"I _hoped_... but I told you I have trust issues."

"We'll work on that. Together." He had eased her onto the floor and moved back to allow her space, but now he crept forward, a tentative hand outstretched as he moved to place it on the gentle swell of her abdomen. He swallowed thickly. "_With_ the...uh... Guppy." He chuckled, not feeling the movement she had mentioned before, but noting the firmness, the presence that emanated from her once slim waist. "Where'd you come up with a name like that anyway?"

Rikki grimaced. "Might have been something that slipped out of Lewis's mouth."

"Oh, great." She was watching him warily, and finally he remembered he was touching her without receiving express permission. He withdrew his hand with a sheepish grin, and she relaxed immediately.

"I don't like you thinking I would have hurt you like that," he murmured. "Either by asking you to get rid of it or by throwing money at you to ignore everything you are to me. You know the last few months I've been doing the very opposite of pretending you don't exist and it's been rough, Rikki." She wasn't sure where to look when he breathed the words, "I've missed you. And even if I hadn't been outside my mind with worry over what I did or said to upset you so much, I... I know what it's like to be ignored by your family. When you're more a nuisance and disappointment rather than something to be proud of." Zane swallowed thickly, still amazed how much easier it was to talk about these things with her than with any other person. "I never want my family to feel like that, and if this little Guppy _is_ mine... our... ours," he stumbled, "Is she?" he prodded. "The little one is mine for sure?"

Rikki's first instinct was to be angry and tell him to leave before she hurt someone. How dare he insinuate that she was that sort of girl? That after all they shared and spoke of and the craziness of the night they conceived Guppy she'd have slept with anyone else. But a definite nudge from within her womb diminished all her ire. He had a good reason to question her. Moon fever was unpredictable and merciless in its aftermath, and if she'd been caught under a full moon again with someone else nearby, even Lewis couldn't be sure what would have happened.

She decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

Rikki looked at him intently. "For sure. There is absolutely no possible way he's anyone else's. And what do you mean by 'family,' Zane?"

He seemed to struggle with a bout of nervousness for a brief minute, but soon squared his shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. "I'm saying that I don't want Lewis to be the one to support you anymore. I mean... obviously he can still be a part of the medical mumbo jumbo, but just... You didn't have any more say in what happened that night than I did, but you're embracing the consequences and caring for it... her, the baby, and I... I want to too."

Rikki gave a small smile, and if he wasn't mistaken her eyes were just a little bit glassy. "I'm... glad, really I am. I shouldn't have kept it from you for so long, and I'm really sorry." There was a space of silence between them where nothing needed to be said. They simply understood. Until Rikki realised with a frown that she wasn't finished. "But there's one more thing. While I'm confessing to you I'd better let you in on something else."

"What's that?"

"My dad thinks Lewis is the father."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Wow. I didn't realise just how soap-opera-y this could sound until scrolling through the chapters and glimpsing the last sentences of each one. Well, there are forces at work here beyond me. Namely, the Beta. Not that I would have done this any other way! Because without her I wouldn't have done it at all. So, yes. We are to thank her. And love her. And fear her. As Smeagol fears and loves himself.


	19. Chapter 19

**xix.**

An idea had begun to form in Cleo's mind. A terrible idea she couldn't shake. When it first came to her, she nearly laughed out loud it was so awful and ridiculous, but the more she thought on it the more sense it made and the more stupid she felt for not having seen it sooner.

She tried persuading herself that she was just being paranoid. Unreasonably jealous. Too invested in soap plots and teenage romance novels to be thinking clearly. But the more she tried to explain it away, the more it embedded itself as a definite in her mind.

It was about Rikki and her pregnancy. The signs were everywhere: the way she was so reluctant to say who the father was; the way she only went to Lewis for help and had been afraid of seeing Zane that past few months; the way Cleo had been seriously warned by her that kissing "guys like Lewis" led to _other things_. Hadn't she mentioned being naked in a volcano? That made no sense to Cleo, but the rest added up into one terrible theory that would not let her get sleep at night.

Lewis was the father of Rikki's guppy.

Her first thought after accepting the fact was to be angry. Not because it was Lewis and Rikki, and as far as her journal dates coincided with Rikki's pregnancy, this all happened _after_ he had started dating Cleo, but because he hadn't told her. She wasn't by any stretch of the word, _happy_ about her new discovery, but if he had just told her and at least tried to give some kind of explanation she would be far less distraught. She thought.

The hurt and frustration took form in a sudden need to rearrange all the photos scattered about her room in various frames or whimsical holders which kept her occupied for almost three hours. After she'd changed her mind about the placement of her starfish frame with the glitter sand upwards of six times, she finally decided she had to confront Lewis.

This time, they did not meet at the Juicenet. Cleo didn't want an audience to their discussion, and she thought that maybe revisiting their picnic spot would help make him remember the special times he'd spent with her.

Lewis was more than excited to go on another picnic with Cleo, which only made her more upset. His eagerness to spend time with her did not make sense. Unless he was truly a pervert and enjoyed more than one girl at a time. Cleo shook her head violently. That made even less sense!

Their picnic was dominated by Lewis's explanations of a scientific discovery he'd just read about in a news article, and his excitement made him extremely talkative. It suited Cleo just fine as she was unusually quiet due to her nervousness at broaching the subject of Rikki's guppy's dad, but she knew she had to speak up at some point. Before she'd mustered up the courage to say anything on the subject, Lewis had jumped right into it for her.

"Oh! You'll never guess what happened this week!" Usually that was Cleo's cue to offer a plethora of ridiculous guesses until he finally gave away the real answer, but her melancholy only allowed for an inquisitive shrug.

He chuckled. "It's... kind of funny, actually. Well, funny and horrible. Like that time you ran into Mr MacGuire with your ice cream and ruined his paisley shirt. Everyone hated him _and_ his shirt, but it was sad because he held it against you for three weeks, and you lost a perfectly good ice cream."

"What is it?"

"Well... Rikki's dad wants me to marry her."

Cleo burst into tears.

Lewis was frozen in shock for several moments. Cleo was always more apt to show her emotions, but they generally made some kind of connection to their conversation. Lewis was having trouble figuring out why such a hilarious revelation would upset her so much.

"Cleo, don't cry!" He tried to soothe her by patting her back, "I didn't mean to upset you! I'm not going to do it! I thought you'd think it was funny!"

"I'm s—sorry," she sputtered, "I can't help it."

"What's wrong? Are you coming down with another virus? Is... is it your time of the month?" he added cautiously.

"No, nothing like that. I just think, maybe you _should_ marry Rikki. Don't refuse to marry her on my account."

"Are you crazy?" he insisted, "I'm _not_ marrying Rikki."

Cleo's tearful expression grew even more anguished if it was possible. "I thought you were better than that, Lewis. I thought if... if you were part of a mistake like this you'd be more responsible. You _have_ to marry her, now!"

"What are you talking about?" He didn't understand any of this. Was she saying this was his fault because he didn't hand out birth control to the friends he had no idea were going to be involved that way? Or was she upset that he hadn't somehow persuaded Rikki to terminate her pregnancy? Cleo loved kids of all backgrounds and origins! He didn't think her the type to press for such a procedure. Or was he wrong about her, too?

The next words out of her mouth were even worse. "I think we should break up."

"Are you serious?"

She nodded, but was biting down hard on her bottom lip in an attempt to hold back a fresh wave of sobs. "Rikki needs you."

"Not forever! In another six months, she'll go back to wanting nothing to do with me!"

"How can you say that? I... ugh! Never mind. You have _no_ idea of anything. Ask Rikki what she really wants, and I'm sure she'll set the record straight." Cleo was adamant.

This was ridiculous! Had they been talking about this in private? Was Rikki so afraid of telling Zane the truth that she'd rather marry Lewis and have him raise the guppy as his own?

"Cleo..." He wanted to blurt out the truth and tell her everything. But there was still so much secrecy that wasn't his own to share. He wished he could kiss away her fast falling tears and explain that he would always be a friend to Rikki, but there was only one girl he'd ever pictured being married to. The same girl whose mock wedding he had interrupted for some inexplicable reason by dropping a few choice worms onto Josh Lawrey's hair and shoulders. That was nine years ago, and he still remembered the feeling of triumph when Josh ran away squealing, leaving Lewis to fill in as groom to Cleo. To this day, Cleo still had no idea it was Lewis who planted the worms, and he still considered it one of his proudest accomplishments.

But this he couldn't fix with fish bait and fear.

Or could he?

He knew it was crazy—stupid, even—and he had a thousand tiny voices of reason in his head telling him precisely how irrational an idea he was having.

He silenced them all.

Absurd and dangerous and terrifying as it was, Lewis leaned forward, took Cleo's sniffling face in his hands, and kissed her full on the lips.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** I am not killed! I am alive and well, and my laptop that was in the shop for a broken screen is back! That's not the only reason I fell off the face of the FF world again... mostly I'm just a terrible person who's rubbish at keeping an updating schedule. But I have lots of chapters in waiting for you all! I do believe I'll start posting two a week. _Maybe_ three, if I remember. :)


	20. Chapter 20

**xx.**

He was expecting the transformation. Even as he held his lips to Cleo's and tried to let everything be except their intimate moment, that rational, aggravating part of him could not ignore what was about to happen to his lower half as his legs bubbled away and their essence merged into a new form. He was anticipating the fin, and the scales, and the strangeness of it all. He anticipated the awkward staring once they parted and her eyes fluttered open; and then the inevitable freak out; the distressed interrogation of how's and why's and when-did-this-happen's.

What he was not expecting was for the spell to be shattered as Cleo broke their kiss with a forceful shove and made a run for it whilst sobbing. Less than ten seconds had passed between his attempted romantic gesture and her taking flight. There was no revelation or panic of the kind he imagined. She had been shocked, sure, but not into happy bliss like he would have hoped. Instead—if the sheer force of her shove was any indication—she was wildly upset.

Left alone in their picnicking spot, Lewis had plenty of time to analyse the minutes leading up to the kiss and try his best to pick up cues of what had gone wrong.

He couldn't do it. Their conversation was still a jumble of words in his head; not much different from how he'd felt when they spoke. Cleo seemed disappointed in him—hurt, even, that he hadn't gone through with the marriage to Rikki. Maybe she was afraid Lewis would stop helping Rikki through the pregnancy if he wasn't held _permanently_ responsible. But that was crazy! Lewis was a scientist! A doctor, even in these messed up circumstances. He wasn't going to abandon a patient in need just because he wasn't forced to take care of her in other ways.

He'd honestly thought that by kissing Cleo, he could show her how terribly important she was to him. How he'd rather do anything than hurt her. How his strange transformation was just one of many secrets he couldn't speak aloud because words failed him so terribly. Instead it had backfired. His good intentions were always backfiring and he was getting sick of it.

Well, if he couldn't understand Cleo himself, he would find someone who could. It was through his insistence that Rikki and Cleo had befriended each other and now they were speaking for one another like they'd been best mates since primary school. _He_ had been best mates with Cleo since primary! Apparently, Cleo was an expert on Rikki now, but not so understanding of Lewis.

Fine. If Cleo wouldn't give him a bloody clue, he would go to Rikki. She usually had a straightforward way of putting things, and their conversations often ended with the words, "you idiot," coming from her, but it was worth it if he could get Cleo to speak to him again. If the speaking didn't end with a break up like she'd suggested.

He cringed at the thought. _Break up_?! They'd hardly had the chance to be together, what with surprise powers, and a pregnancy to distract him. Tutoring her on the subjects needed for the big paper had been their greatest bonding time they'd had during their first weeks together. Suddenly, Lewis realised Cleo had a lot more reason to break up with him than his refusing to marry Rikki.

Well, at least he could start there. But if Rikki really wanted a marriage after all, his life was irrevocably ruined. Because he was absolutely certain that if Rikki wanted something, there was no way he could stop it from occurring. Some forces of nature were just too powerful for him to control.

-x-

Lewis was the worst! The worst of the worst!

How could anyone act so carefree about such a huge responsibility?! This was another life! Another two lives counting Rikki, which she certainly was! Cleo never would have thought Lewis the type to disregard his friends and... and _lover_ that way!

As little sense as his careless attitude made, worst of all was the kiss he'd sprung on her right in the middle of their disagreement. Her _first_ kiss! Everything about it was wrong, and horrible, and... _bad._ It should have taken place just at the golden hour of dusk, when the sky was a streak of reds and purples from the sun setting over the ocean. There should have been soft music playing in the background, something Lewis would have spent hours deciding on beforehand to make the moment just right. They would have talked about _their_ future, not argued about his responsibility to Rikki and their baby, and at just the right time as a gentle, warm breeze picked up, Lewis would gently brush her cheek with his thumb, tilt their heads together and kiss her ever so lightly and slowly.

His surprise kiss under duress was the equivalent to a betrayal.

He had no business surprising her like that when she was angry. What was he thinking? Why would she accept a kiss from someone who had fathered a baby with someone else and then left them to fend for themselves!?

She was infuriated further at the fact that she still wanted Lewis to kiss her. She simply wanted it under different circumstances. If he had shown just a little bit of remorse; been able to reassure her that Rikki was determined to raise Guppy on her own and truly wanted nothing to do with Lewis as a parent, Cleo might have been more accepting of his kiss.

No, she admitted, she would have welcomed it.

Lewis wasn't the worst, Cleo decided. _She_ was. Because as awful and confusing and terrible as Lewis was, Cleo was in love with him. That was why she sobbed so wretchedly, and was hurt so badly by his uncaring attitude towards the baby. _His_ baby. She was in love with someone who couldn't love his baby!

And if she could love someone who couldn't love his baby, that made her the worst of the worst.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** I said this story was all about making Cleo miserable, didn't I? Because if I didn't make it clear in one of my author's notes, I'm sure you've figured it out by now. No one may ever understand why I find Cleo's perpetual misunderstandings and intense sadness so enjoyable to write, but I dooo.


	21. Chapter 21

**xxi.**

"This is really not a good time, Lewis."

It was a rare understatement, but Zane was beyond melodramatic threats and colourful insults at the moment. He'd made the most important decision of his life thus far but was missing a key element in the proceedings. It wasn't in its case where he'd been sure he placed it, tucked behind the sci-fi books no one would believe him to touch willingly. It was always in its case! Why wasn't it in its case?

"I know," Lewis shuffled. "I wouldn't risk my neck to bother you if it wasn't a big deal, but I'm going through a crisis here, and if I don't get Rikki to clear a few things up for me I might never get Cleo to speak to me again."

"Heartbreaking. What makes you think she can help with your... problem?" Zane replaced the stack of books where they belonged and moved on to the next section.

"I can't... tell you that. I wish I could, Zane. Really, I do, but I am sworn to secrecy, and there's no possibly way you could extract—"

"Is it about the guppy?"

Zane was preoccupied and his back was turned when he'd asked. Still, Lewis was certain he'd heard clearly.

"The—wha—you... you _know_?"

"As of two days ago."

Zane sighed and his shoulders slumped. That was it. He'd either lost it somehow or his dad had found it and decided to be an Indian-giver yet again. Zane felt the dangerous urge to punch something, but instead he ground his teeth together and turned his full attention to Lewis. He probably didn't know how difficult it was not to hit him sometimes.

"Now either tell me what Rikki could possibly have to do with your relationship failures, or I'll personally ensure you can never walk in here again without a good pair of crutches."

"I, uh... I need to make sure Rikki doesn't..." Lewis traced a nonsense pattern on the floor with his foot.

"Spit it out, already! It's giving me anxiety to watch someone so pathetic."

"I just want to make sure Rikki doesn't want me to... to do what her dad wants us to. You know, he... he wants us to get married because he thinks..." Lewis chuckled nervously, "He thinks I'm the guppy daddy. Ridiculous, but still." Zane was surprisingly quiet and his expression impossible to read which made Lewis even more frightened as he ploughed on. "Cleo is firmly convinced that Rikki _wants_ me to marry her and to do anything else would be letting her down or something. If you could just get Rikki to talk to her, I'm sure this would all blow over and we could resume our normal lives where I never have to see you, and you never have to see me, unless you want to tag along to the guppy checkups."

Still, Zane was quiet. Lewis thought he would have pushed him out roughly by now, or started laughing derisively, but he was frowning with quiet concentration.

"So Rikki _does_ want to get married?"

"I don't know! I didn't think so! I mean... she seemed as against it as I was, but Cleo thinks..."

"Obviously she wouldn't marry _you_, but do you know if she wants to be married at _all_. To... anyone?"

Lewis shrugged with a wild expression. "I can neither confirm nor deny, and _that_ is why I need you to bring Rikki here and get her to talk to Cleo for me!"

Zane huffed. "Calm down! You look like you're about to pass out! I'll talk to her."

"Really?!"

"Yeah, but... don't bring it up with her again. Let me sort things out and I'll tell you what comes of it."

Lewis was on the verge of protesting, but he thought better of it and shut his mouth. He supposed this was essentially Zane's responsibility anyway. And as long as he got the information he needed to make Cleo happy, that was all he really wanted.

-x-

This was a terrible idea. Zane was certain he'd heard those words many times before; from his friends, from his dad, from any number of strangers that his unappreciated brilliance happened to wreak havoc on. But this time it was his own voice in his head telling him so. Or was it only remnants of his father's doubt in everything he did making him uncertain?

He knew his father wasn't the best person to look to as an example for lasting relationships. After Zane's parents had separated, Harrison Bennett had cycled through several airheaded girlfriends, each one seemingly younger than the last. There was a time Zane might have followed in his father's footsteps, but something about Rikki made him want to stick it out; to say the word _forever_ and truly mean it. Finding out he was a father only intensified his desire to be there for his family in a way his parents never were.

He thought about how crazy it was; how only a handful of months ago he'd spied her across the classroom and decided she was worth a shot. So much had happened since then. They'd grown tails, completed the science project, created a guppy together. They'd been through enough in that short time to fill a decade for some.

Yet here he was, sitting beside her, holding her hand as dusk fell, and feeling like he'd just won the universe at such simple contact. He worried that the next step would shatter the new ease between them. Rikki might misunderstand his motives, or simply not want him at all in the way he wanted her.

He didn't want to risk that. He didn't want to lose the blissful connection of her head against his shoulder, or in his lap when she wanted to stretch her own legs out on the sofa. But what he offered wasn't so different from asking to remain like this, just... in a more permanent way. And of course there was the repetition of what had already passed between them; but in a conscious state this time. That couldn't be such a terrible thing. Could it?

Zane inhaled sharply at Rikki's merciless nudge with her elbow.

"Ow! What's that for?"

"Your sighing. You've made that same dramatic sound about six times since you sat down and it's making me think you've got somewhere better to be."

"That's ridiculous," he chuckled, placing a kiss atop her head. "I can't imagine being anywhere else right now. Or... ever, actually."

Rikki _hmph_'ed in agreement. "Glad you recognise that."

His fidgeting disturbed the perfect positioning of his back pillow, but he paid it no mind. "That... reminds me of what I wanted to talk to you about." He was hoping she would press him for more and give him some kind of encouragement to go on, but she waited patiently, quietly, instead.

Their shared view was hardly spectacular, and it gave Zane pause. It mostly consisted of other trailers, a few patches of what might be considered lawn by a very kind person, and a pebbly stretch of land that led back towards the beach. There was one tree for shade, and a bush behind them, but nothing that remotely hinted of romance. They couldn't have sat with any distance between them even if they wanted to since the porch swing was probably meant for one hefty person and not the three persons and four pillows it was made to contain at the moment. Still, it was Rikki's world, and whether it was a dumpy lot or a vermin infested junkyard, the important thing was that she had let him be a part of it, and asked him to stay.

"I think..."

"Yeah, you think..." she repeated.

"I think we should get married."

Rikki let out something between an incredulous gasp and a laugh. "Are you joshing me right now?"

"No, I'm not. I know you might think this is crazy, and that I'm asking you just out of wanting to clear things up on the fatherhood front, and... if I'm honest, there's a bit of that too but it's not the main reason."

Her voice was soft and sweet as her cheek pressed against his shoulder. "Then what is the main reason?"

"I want our baby to know that he or she has a family. That we're together for the long run and we're going to be there for her no matter what; even—no, especially if little Guppy ends up being a mermaid, too."

Rikki grimaced at that. Not because she was opposed to the thought of loving such a child, but it brought a whole slew of complications she hadn't considered before. Zane went on.

"And you might think I'm only doing this out of an old fashioned sense of morality, but you should know that I don't work that way. I _want_ to marry you, and _want_ to take care of you, and although I'll always be upset at not remembering our night together, I can't say I regret what came of it. Because... because I love you, Rikki. And even though it's barely showing, I love our little Guppy too."

Rikki didn't speak. She did, however give his hand a tighter squeeze and wiped at her eyes with her free hand.

"Now, I didn't bring you what I meant to," Zane said, shuffling with his pocket, "I had an heirloom piece—nothing too big—I thought you wouldn't like something too showy, but there was a ring my granddad left me... I must have misplaced it but until I find it, I was hoping... maybe, if you'd like... you could wear this?"

As jewellery for a proposal went, it wasn't very fine. In fact, the only jewel was a tiny blue stone of a faint blue colour; perhaps an aquamarine, or even an imitation crystal. But the plain silver locket Zane held dangling from a thin chain was somehow more suited to Rikki in its simplicity and she had no mockeries to offer as he released it, letting it sit in the palm of her hand.

"I found it," he said a little sheepishly. "When I was trying to sort things out in my head I did a lot of swimming around Mako. This was at the bottom of the moon pool. I have no idea if it's worth anything, but there are little waves etched on the back, and I thought considering where it came from it was sort of special."

Zane could feel more than he could hear her soft laugh against him, "It is. Very special."

"Are you disappointed it's not a ring?"

The swing creaked as Rikki reached up to kiss his cheek. "There. How's that for your answer?"

Zane heaved a sigh. "I don't know... A peck on the cheek just says, 'I sort of think it's okay,' to me."

"Well, I'd kiss you properly, but we'd both grow tails and fall off the bench, and you said you wanted to stay here forever."

"Hm," he assented, kissing her head in return. "Or until the next full moon. Whichever comes first."

"Zane," she murmured after several minutes of quiet.

"Yeah?"

"We're getting married."

His hum of contentment was broken by a distracted thought as he tapped her arm thoughtfully with an idle finger and asked, "If I carry you to the water will you kiss me properly?"

He couldn't see her expression, but she didn't keep him in suspense too long.

"I guess you can. But only because I like you."

"Good thing," Zane laughed as he swooped her up in a hurry, "because we're getting married, you know."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** He made the plunge! God rest his soul. :P No, I tease. I think they'll do just fine! I say as if I have no choice whatsoever in what transpires between them.
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Rikki thought it strange. With all the anticipation of her wedding—her _marriage_ to Zane Bennett, the one thing that stuck out in her mind wasn't so much the date, an officiant, the location, or anything related to the event itself, but sad little Cleo Sertori. Zane admitted that Lewis's panic had given him the final push to propose, and Rikki knew from the way things sounded between him and Cleo, there was more than one misunderstanding that needed clearing up.

At least she could help with one of them.

It wasn't as if she _enjoyed_ seeing Cleo suffer. Well, maybe a little. When the easily resolved misunderstandings caused an amusing sort of confusion on Cleo's part and weren't threatening towards serious depression. Rikki liked to tease. But she wasn't a sadist. Or maybe pregnancy was turning her soft.

She took Cleo out for ice cream, telling her she was celebrating something important and wanted to share the good news. She figured that a double scoop of creamy vanilla was bound to start things off as cheerfully as possible, and under any other circumstances her ploy would have worked. Today, though, Cleo was pitifully distracted. Between licks she would pause to glance at Rikki or sometimes gaze off in the distance, biting her lip thoughtfully until a drip of ice cream on her hand brought her back to where she was. Then she'd give a little sigh and repeat the process after another lick or two.

"Okay, Cleo," Rikki nudged after a particularly long gap between mournful sigh and dripping ice cream, "You haven't asked what we're celebrating."

Cleo sat up a little straighter and put on her best listening face. "Oh, yes! I'm sorry." Her gaze was a little more intense than Rikki felt comfortable with, but she let it pass since Cleo was trying so hard to make an effort. "What are we celebrating today?"

"Well... I'll give you a hint." Rikki twirled a piece of hair that fell over her shoulder, hoping to bring attention to her locket. "Did you notice any new accessories on me?"

Cleo clamped down on her bottom lip as she inspected her friend closely. She roved her eyes slowly over her two or three times before finally noticing. "Oh! That locket is new! It's _so_ pretty! Is it your birthday?"

"No... It was given to me as a sort of... promise gift. Until he gets a ring."

"A ring! Like... a _ring_? So you're... Does that mean...?"

Rikki couldn't hold it in any longer. Cleo's agitation and painfully hesitant expressions were driving her crazy. "I'm getting married!" she grinned, finding it strangely thrilling to be sharing such news with Cleo. As much as she resisted their friendship at the beginning, and still liked to complain to Lewis that their relationship was forced on her along with every other happening since the transformation at the moon pool, she had grown fond of Cleo's company. She had a different way of seeing things than Rikki did. She was ridiculously optimistic about people, and put up with far too much, but she supposed if Cleo was more like her they would have clashed more, and possibly parted ways long ago.

Cleo bit her lip more fiercely than before, struggling with her emotions, it seemed. She took several deep breaths before she spoke.

"I'm _really_ glad," she choked out, "It's... it's the right thing to do. And he'll be a great dad. I know it."

"Cleo, I'm not marrying Lewis."

A flash of a smile lit up her features before they feel again into utter confusion. "What do you mean? Don't you want to be a family?"

"I do! And we will be. But not with Lewis."

"Then... who?"

"It's Zane, you git! I'm going to marry Zane Bennett. Crazy, huh?"

Cleo let her sticky hands fall into her lap of napkins, clearly giving up on keeping them clean. "But that doesn't make any sense! You hate Zane!"

Rikki laughed outright. "It does seem like that most of the time, doesn't it? But that was really only before I knew him. And I _never _thought of marrying Lewis. It was just something my dad wanted because Lewis has awful timing and there was a big mix-up at the house."

"But why...?" Cleo shook her head in an attempt to make sense of it all. "I'm sorry, I'm happy for you! Really! I'm just... confused, but... why Zane?"

"Because it's his guppy, too."

"Zane...!?"

"Yeah, I was kind of winded for a while myself. That's why I didn't want anyone to know who was really the father. I wasn't ready to deal with all of that. I thought he'd just think I was a gold digger, you know?" The look stuck to Cleo's face was one of complete despondency. "Are you mad at me?" Rikki asked. "Say something, Cleo."

"Um... so you and Lewis..."

"Were _never_ together," she assured her.

Cleo nodded once, very slowly and stood up. "I... I have to go. I have to talk to Lewis now."

"Okay... But Cleo, wait a minute!" she called as her strange little friend started towards the park exit. "Tell him I said he can tell you everything. I mean... _everything._ There's more to it than what I've said here. I'll leave the rest to him."

"Okay," she said solemnly. "Oh, and Rikki?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for the ice cream."

It was the first real smile she had seen from Cleo in months.

-x-

"Why didn't you tell me? All you had to do is tell me you weren't the father!"

Cleo stood over a properly chastised Lewis, eyes narrowed and hands on her hips, whenever they weren't gesturing wildly.

"I couldn't!" Lewis flinched away from indignant glare. "I couldn't because... there's more than one secret going on, and it's not just about me. It's got to do with Rikki, _and_ Zane, and... everything about their little guppy's existence! I was afraid if you knew one secret, I'd have to tell you everything. I still _want_ to tell you everything..."

Cleo plopped herself beside him on the bed. "Rikki said you can. When I took off to come and find you she said to make sure you knew that you could tell me everything." She took his hand, letting him digest what she'd just said. "So... will you?"

Lewis looked at her doubtfully. "Rikki said that?"

Cleo huffed out an annoyed breath. "I'm not making it up."

"No, of course! I'm sure you're not," Lewis quickly assured her. "It's just, she swore me to utter secrecy for so long, and... This isn't easy," he sighed. "I don't even know where to start."

"Start with how you became good friends with Rikki and your sworn enemy, Zane Bennett," she smiled a little. "You can work up to explaining how they ever got together."

"Okay. I guess it started with our science project..."

Lewis explained as much as he thought important, which was enough for Cleo to begin to understand. She learned of Mrs Macintosh's counting error and the reluctant partners Lewis had in Zane and Rikki. He told her of their expedition and how exciting all the plant life and water samples were in the exotic ecosystem. When he came to their fall and exploration of the moon pool, he stumbled with his words and hesitated to give every detail as before.

"Something happened to us in that pool," he said with a deep frown. "Something to do with the properties in the water during a full moon. I still haven't figured it all out, even though I've run _so_ many tests. We didn't know it had done anything until the next morning when we were tossing a canteen around, and the water..."

He stopped to shake his head and Cleo nudged him, "Go on."

"It's so... _impossible_. It'll sound absolutely crazy... no one in their right mind would believe it! It would be easier just to show you, but... I don't want to freak you out. See, there's a _reason_ I haven't kissed you, you know, and it isn't anything you've guessed, or probably would ever guess."

"And it has something to do with what happened on Mako?"

"Yeah. It... _changed_ us. All three of us. When the full moon is out, we get a little crazy if we see it, and Rikki and Zane... well, they were under a full moon when the guppy came about, and they hadn't exactly _meant _for it to happen."

Cleo often found herself confused by Lewis's choice of words, especially when it came to his science experiments and medical theories, but this was something different. She felt all the parts of the puzzle were laid out before her, but the last piece was just out of her grasp. "Lewis... this isn't making any sense to me."

"I know, and I'm _trying_ to find the right words to tell you, but I don't think there are any." They both sat in abject silence for a few moments until Lewis turned to her and asked, "Would it... would it be okay if I kissed you? I think that would be the most straightforward explanation."

"Lewis, I don't want you to kiss me to prove a point."

"I know, but this isn't _just_ for a scientific demonstration," he raised an eyebrow eagerly.

Cleo had to smile at how very _Lewis_ he sounded at that and it gave her hope. Hope that she could trust Lewis as she always had. Hope that everything would make sense in time.

"Okay," she nodded. "If you promise it's for real this time."

"I promise," he smiled softly, and then added, "_Please_ don't freak out."

He took much more care than the first kiss he stole, and the fact that Cleo wasn't caught off guard and extremely upset with him at the moment was certainly in his favour. He tried not to count to ten. He tried to enjoy every bit of Cleo's soft lips and the uncertain way she was kissing him back, but the transformation occurred all too soon, forcing him to pull away reluctantly when Cleo didn't notice right away how it had transformed him.

Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked away shyly. "Lewis..." she began softly. But when she raised her head to meet his apprehensive gaze, she saw what had transpired while they kissed. "Where's your shirt? What... what is that?" she asked shakily while eyeing the shimmering blue tail hanging over the side of his bed.

"I _told_ you it's impossible. But this is the reason for everything. Why I avoided you for so long, and how Zane and Rikki are having a moon fever baby, and why I couldn't kiss you as much as I've wanted to every single day," he let the words tumble out one after another, silently begging her to understand, "Because the moment we do, or... ten seconds after, to be exact, _this_ happens."

"But _this_... This isn't right! This isn't you! You're a... a _fish_," she said on the verge of tears.

"Only half of me is! And only after touching water, or... evidently, kissing. I haven't tested tears yet, although I could probably ask Rikki... But I can _do_ things, Cleo! The transformation gave us all powers! I don't just have a tail, but I can breathe for ages underwater, and make things happen to the water as well!"

"I... I need to be alone, now," she murmured, her eyes never leaving his newly glistening merman form. "I need to think."

"It's still me, though!" he pleaded, "I'm still Lewis. Same as ever. Just... I just look a little different."

"Lewis?" she posed with a despondent sigh.

"Yes!" he answered with perhaps a bit too much enthusiasm.

"I'm scared. I don't know what to think and I want to figure it out. Please let me go home, now."

"Cleo, no one's stopping you. It's not like I could even if I wanted to in this state," he said with a dark humour in his tone. "But can I see you tomorrow so we can talk?"

"I... I don't know. I'm sorry!" she whimpered. "I don't know."

And with those words, she left him alone.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** There. Now she knows. And she must never repeat it to another living soul. Hehehe. I jest. :P But hey, surprise! Double update! :D Hope this spices up your Tuesday! I was going to say Monday... I thought it was Monday all day and almost sold the wrong soup-of-the-day to customers. But whatever day it is, may this make yours a little brighter!
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Cleo sat on her bed and cried. Her first instinct was to grab Hector the Great and squeeze his plush shape to herself as she emptied her emotions, but the fact that he was a fish sort of made everything worse. Choosing to ignore him in favour of another pillow made her feel horrid though, and she went through several phases of guilt before picking Hector back up and finishing her cry with him.

When she was able to think without a flood of tears, she tried to reason with herself about the situation.

She did not have an easy time of it. Cleo wasn't afraid of water. Not _entirely_. She just hated large bodies of it all in one area, or anything deeper than three feet, or the thought that the ocean was so huge and vast and dark and there were hundreds of unknown species of swimming things that would probably kill you if they had the chance. And besides, she couldn't swim, so all those killer creatures had a decided advantage over her. If Lewis was a... a water creature now, wouldn't he be part of that world? Would he want to constantly be swimming around in places Cleo was deathly afraid to even think about? And Zane and Rikki had transformed as well! Would the three of them have all sorts of underwater adventures while leaving her behind, poking around on the shore until they returned?

She wondered if Lewis had always felt some kind of special connection to the ocean; if he was destined to be part of the water all along and she was being selfish for denying it. She shook her head at the ridiculousness of it. There was nothing especially _fishlike_ about Lewis, except his love of catching them on hooks, and his gifts of tropical fish and Hector the Great. But those were for Cleo. He got those for _her_.

He was always doing things for her. She certainly hadn't forgotten that time in primary school when the gangly blond boy risked the eternal mockery of all his brothers to stick up for her on the playground. Or the weeks after she'd broken her wrist and Lewis not only got their whole class to sign her cast, but painted her nails when she complained at their sorry state. And most significant to her was the dance which no one else bothered to ask her to and she let herself believe that just _maybe_ Lewis made her his date for reasons that went deeper than mere kindness.

Could one strange transformation change all of that?

It had already changed who his friends were. He now valued Zane's company, and defended Rikki like he always had Cleo, even suggesting their friendship at the start. She wanted so badly to believe that he cared for Rikki strictly as a friend; that it was his extensive compassion and their need for secrecy that kept him so seriously concerned for her and had no greater meaning than that. It never crossed her mind that it might partially be from guilt that he took such an interest. She never imagined Lewis might blame himself for suggesting their trip to Mako Island in the first place. Her admiration for him and her keen awareness of Rikki's attractive qualities made it a difficult struggle to accept the truth of the matter.

Still, it was easier to comprehend than his new form. As she had said to him after he'd revealed his secret, it frightened her. What she hadn't been able to say, nor probably ever would, was the reason _why_ it frightened her. The voice that tried to soothe her was exactly like Lewis's, but the elegant creature draped over the bed was most certainly not. She couldn't recall a time in their adolescence when she'd seen him quite so... _shirtless_ before, and whether it was the effects of whatever magic transformed him into a new thing, or the fact that Cleo had simply assumed he was as scrawny now as he'd been as a child, the sudden sight of his slim but pleasing torso had shaken her considerably. She liked Lewis. She had always _liked_ him, but the image that burned hot in her brain of him so casually unclothed just after kissing her thoroughly stirred stronger feelings of desire than she ever thought possible for her oldest and dearest friend.

Perhaps most shocking of all was how perfectly suited he seemed to his tail. She didn't take into account the months he'd had learning to accept it. To her, this was all utterly new and Lewis was far too calm about the whole thing. Even away from the ocean, outside of any aquatic environment he looked every bit the mystical merman from legends of the deep. It was so far removed from the laid back, shrug-offish, _comfortable_ Lewis of her growing years that she struggled to see them as the same person.

She also struggled to shake the image of his glittering blue tail from her head, and especially the appalling fascination she suddenly had over finding out what it might feel like to run her fingers over the vibrant scales.

Cleo whispered a hasty apology to both Hectors for letting her thoughts run away with her in such a fashion. Her embarrassment was such that she doubted ever being able to look Lewis in the eye again.

She went to splash water on her warming cheeks, hoping desperately to have some infectious disease by the next school day.

Sadly for Cleo, she was perfectly healthy with no legitimate excuse to skip school on Monday. To her great surprise however, neither Lewis nor Rikki were there. Much too afraid to draw attention to Lewis's absence in case it had to do with the secret, and equally afraid to ask Zane about Rikki, she muddled through her classes with growing confusion and dismay. It did upset her that they seemed to be missing _together_, and no matter her upset over the secret of their tails, she was not pleased with the thought of Lewis spending the day with another girl—even her friend—so soon after his revelation.

But she wasn't halfway home before Rikki met her on the way and struck up a chat. "Hey," she greeted her with a careful wave, "Want to grab a quiet booth at the JuiceNet and have a talk?"

Being that Cleo was never one to turn down an offer of food or drink, she readily complied.

"Are you okay?" Rikki leant in close to ask her once situated in the booth with their drinks. "I was worried about you. Did Lewis tell you everything, or did he screw up on delivery?"

"No," Cleo frowned, following a trail of condensation from her cup to the table. "He told me. I'm just coping with the idea that my best friend is a... a... you know." She shook her head and refused to look Rikki in the eye.

"Yeah, well it's even weirder when you're _pregnant_ and a mermaid and your fiancé's a merman as well."

Cleo offered a sad smile. "I guess my problems are pretty small in comparison."

Rikki shrugged. "I'm not saying you don't have a right to be confused and unhappy. Just don't keep Lewis in agony for too long." She flicked her straw at Cleo, gaining her attention with the sudden splash of water and subsequent sputter. "It's my job to torture the two of you, and I can't have you encroaching on that particular gift of mine, okay?"

"Okay," Cleo giggled, wiping at her face with the back of her hand. "And you know; I just realised what you meant when you were warning me about kissing Lewis. It was because of the tail thing, huh? And _not_ because he was the one that you... well..." Cleo's face turned red and she quickly changed direction. "Do you have any... _other_ advice to give me now that I know?"

"I'm afraid I can't help you there," Rikki said with a raised eyebrow. "I don't even remember what Zane and I did together. Great big thanks to the moon for that. But I _can_ tell you that whatever you do from now on, you have to accept him _and_ all the craziness that comes with the tail. That's part of who he is now and if you reject that, you might as well walk away altogether. We've all tried to undo this transformation at some point and it's clear we're like this for keeps. If you love Lewis the person, you'll love Lewis the merman." Rikki rolled her eyes at her own sentimental rambling. "Yeah, I sound like an idiot, but you get my point, right?"

Cleo nodded slowly and seriously. "I can accept that. I can! It's not the tail so much, or the powers, or... all of the _fish_ stuff as much as... you," she murmured so softly that Rikki barely understood. "Not _just _you. All three of you now are part of this amazing and terrifying world that I'll never really be a part of. I can accept it, but I can never completely understand. And that scares me. And," she added with a drawn out sigh, "it makes me sad."

"Cleo..." Rikki began, but she couldn't seem to find the words to make it okay. Cleo was right in a way. She would never have to run into a walk-in refrigerator to hide a sudden tail, or worry about getting caught using super powers against people that irritated her, or feel that irresistible urge to abandon everything and everyone on land to swim straight for Mako whenever the moon was full. But she was attached to someone who did have those worries, and it wasn't fair to think that her normalcy negated all her problems.

Rikki thought of how hard it must have been for Cleo to wonder so long if Lewis truly liked her or was just being nice out of their long established friendship. She knew that for months Cleo thought the guy she had an enormous crush on had impregnated her friend, and just when she found out had had not, she was forced to handle the revelation that he was a merman.

Rikki didn't know how to explain in words how thankful she was that Cleo stuck by her and helped her with the newness of her pregnancy, even when she thought that Lewis was lost to her forever. She wanted to tell her how much of a true friend she considered her, and how she hoped that she would continue to stick around and be a friend to her Guppy as well.

Unable to form the appropriate words, Rikki only thought it right to remove the locket from around her neck and hold it out to her sad little friend. "I want you to have this."

Cleo's eyes went wide, and she coughed a little on her juice. "But... this... this is your engagement locket! You can't give this to me!"

"Why not? It's mine to give and I'm choosing to give it to you."

"But... why?" Cleo pressed as her eyes grew misty.

"Because..." Rikki struggled not to sound too sappy, but figured she was about to fail miserably. "Because no matter how normal you are on the outside, you're one of us where it counts. Zane found this at the bottom of the moon pool where this whole thing started, so it's significant to all of us. You are too, Cleo," she said. "You may be totally human and annoyingly nice sometimes, but you're important to me, and I _know_ you're important to Lewis. You'll be part of our awkward little team forever, whether you want to be or not, actually. You know way too much for us to let you go. So stop sniffling, okay? This Guppy already has me crying at the stupidest things. I don't need you making it worse."

"S—sorry," Cleo sniffed, clutching the locket tightly in her grasp. "And thank you, Rikki. This means so much to me. It's incredibly sweet of you."

"Yeah, well..." Rikki's snarky comeback was interrupted by Cleo scooting out of her seat to come across the way and envelope Rikki in a tight hug.

Rikki could have protested. She could have pushed Cleo off and pretended her filling eyes were a weird side effect from something in the new vitamin regimen Lewis had her on. Instead, she hugged Cleo back and smiled through her own sniffling.

Maybe Guppy _was_ making her go soft.
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Lewis couldn't remember a time in his life when he had been so miserable. He _hated_ missing school, not so much for a perfect attendance record but for the fear that he would miss something vital for skipping a day of classes. Asking other students for notes didn't do any good because no one had the same concerns as he when it came to the lesson content, especially in Biology.

On top of that he was missing school because of a horrible, debilitating virus that left him shivering and sweating in turns, confined to his bed, and unwilling to let anyone help him since anytime he perspired his tail would appear. Not that his brothers were the greatest nurses in the first place, but it would have been nice to let his mum in to worry over his sickbed with heated soup and a thermos of water. As it was, he'd barely managed to toss Logan's pillow and sleeping bag outside and hang his "Danger: Contagion" sign on the door. They'd all mocked him for making it, but after the two-week-long influenza outbreak that spread through the house from Lenny and Logan disregarding Lewis in order to fraternise willy-nilly, they'd begun to take it seriously. No one would be intruding for the duration of his illness.

To add misery upon misery, he hadn't heard from Cleo since he'd come clean with her. It hadn't been too long. A few days? Less? Was it only yesterday? Time was blurring. All he knew was that he missed her, she was probably hurt, confused, and unhappy, and it was unlikely she'd be willing to even speak to him for a while, let alone cover for him while he got a bite to eat and found something to reduce his fever with.

He was sweating again, and that meant... yep. His tail had made another appearance. Lewis turned over in his bunk, uncovering half of the blue monstrosity and not caring in the least. At this point the empty pit in his stomach, the unflagging nausea, and the intense boredom meant that he'd rather be seen in this state and offered some relief than continue to keep his secret and perish.

A sudden rap on the door made him instantly change his mind as he remembered he was not the only one with a secret to keep. If he was found out it would put the rest in danger. He knew even the dopiest of his brothers would wonder if there were others like him out there. Zane... Rikki... they would be in more danger of discovery than ever before.

Mustering up some energy he called, "I'm okay, Mum! I don't need anything!" It was a terrible lie and it pained him both emotionally and physically to say it.

"Lewis?" the voice of concern coming from the other side of his door was not his mother's. "Could... Could I come in, please?"

"Cleo?!" he barely recognised his own voice it was so distorted by thirst.

"Yeah, it's me," she answered softly, "Rikki told me you didn't come to school 'cause you were sick, and I know you must be _really_ sick, because you never skip class... unless..." a long sigh escaped her. "Um... could I come in? Talking like this is a bit awkward."

"I'm contagious!" he rasped out. "And... I'm not sure you'll want to see me like this."

The door was carefully swung open and Cleo poked her head in. She had the uncanny knack for opening the door _just_ enough without letting in too much of the hallway light, and her voice was measured and soothing, even as she dismissed his warning. "That's silly. I've seen you sick befo... Oh," she ducked her head in embarrassment when she saw his tail showing from under the twisted blanket.

Cleo hurried in with a quiet shuffle and shut the door behind her. Lewis was about to apologise for his appearance, but before he could make out another word, Cleo was barraging him with worried questions. "Lewis! Have you been like this the whole time? You look so awful! Have you eaten anything? Is it moon disease? I didn't think it was a full moon tonight. Why didn't you call me? Where's your thermos?"

"Uh..." Lewis forced a half smile, "which should I answer first?"

Disregarding everything else, Cleo asked very seriously, "Does anyone else know? I mean, other than Rikki and Zane, of course."

Lewis shook his head. "That's why I haven't felt safe leaving the room. No one can know. It'll make them suspicious of the others."

Cleo bit the bottom of her lip and frowned in thought. "Okay, just give me a minute or two."

She left him then, but came back shortly with a large bowl of hot soup, a thermos of water, an array of tablets and pills for Lewis to decide on a concoction from, and several damp rags on a tray. "The soup is just microwaved," she said dubiously, "Anything else would take too long."

"It's fine!" he said briskly, forcing himself to sit up straighter so he could accept the steaming bowl. The unmistakeable smell of chicken broth wafted to meet him, and his stomach felt emptier than ever. "I would've eaten it cold out of the can if I had the chance to get to it."

Cleo watched him devour his soup, her frown deepening all the while. "You've been stuck in here all alone since this morning?"

"Better than being stuck in here with Logan since this morning." After swallowing another few mouthfuls of soup, Lewis chuckled darkly. "Maybe I should have called Zane. He seems to have some sort of healing abilities. But I'll bet his microwaving skills don't come close to yours."

Cleo's slight giggle took a weight off his chest he hadn't known to have settled there. "Zane would be better than no one. To not eat this whole time or have anyone bring you water..." she sighed and gazed at her feet. "You didn't call _me_. I could have come and taken care of you."

"I didn't think you wanted to see me right now. What with the whole 'Lewis the Fish' thing."

"It's not... _you_ I didn't want to see," Cleo said with feeling. "No," she amended, "I guess in a way that's true. It's complicated," she despaired.

The bottom of the now-empty bowl had the image of a baby turtle painted on it, and like so many of the household items that surrounded Lewis, the majority of the memories attached were of Cleo. Lonny, the most blatantly pestiferous of his brothers, used to make fun of the way Cleo always asked for _this_ bowl in particular whenever pudding was offered in dishes. She was central to all the happiest of his memories, and he couldn't imagine making any more without her, so he swallowed his fear and asked, "Are you angry with me?"

Much to his surprise, Cleo grew teary-eyed at his questioning and shook her head with vehemence. "I'm scared," she hiccupped. "I'm scared you won't need me or want me anymore because you've got a tail and... and _powers_. I don't _like_ the water, Lewis. I never have. It's so dark, and it goes on forever, and there are so many things living in it that want to hurt you. But I do like you. I like you a _lot_ and... I'm afraid that if this is really you now I've already lost you to the water."

"Cleo..." Lewis set the empty bowl aside and took her hand. "All this... crazy stuff that's happened; the transformation on Mako, discovering we grow tails and have powers, finding out Rikki and Zane are going to have a baby... all of it is like some alternate reality that doesn't make sense with how our lives were before. But you _do_ make sense." He tried to reassure them both with a gentle squeeze of her hand. "Maybe not the way you_ think_ sometimes, or the reasons why you're upset, but you and me together... it's the only thing I don't need to question the rightness of. Like one plus one equalling two. It doesn't get any more obvious than that." Cleo exhaled sharply, on the verge of either laughing or crying harder—he wasn't sure. "I didn't get to choose whether or not I'd be stuck with a scaly flipper the rest of my life. A series of totally crazy events led me to Mako Island at just the right time—or wrong time, depending on how you see it—and what's done is done. I didn't get any visions of the future in that moon pool to see how things might play out or learn how to make any second chances at taking it all back. But if this was us, right here and now before all that happened, and I had to choose between the tail and the powers and keeping you in my life, there's not even the tiniest doubt, Cleo Sertori. I would choose you. I would _always_ choose you."

For the longest time, Cleo said nothing. By the conflicted sighs she made and her failure to remove her hand from Lewis's clasp, he knew she was only choosing the right words to say.

"I'm sorry," she lifted her head just a bit. "For putting you through all of this while you're sick, and making you say all that when your voice is tired. But I'm glad you did. I'm glad... so glad that we're in _this_ now, when I know that you like me and share your darkest secrets with me. Could we... forget about all the sad bits before now when I thought you were with Rikki and _especially _the last day and a half when I left you to be sick and miserable all alone?"

Lewis smiled teasingly. "So are you asking if we can create a new now? Like... another now? Because the laws of time and space dimension dictate..."

"I'm asking if you can shut up with the nerdy stuff for a second so I can kiss you," Cleo teased, glad to find a way to dissolve the heavy tension.

"Not a good idea."

Her face fell. "Why? You already have a tail."

"Yeah, but I'm sick! Don't want you catching it."

Cleo pouted, but rebelled and planted a kiss atop his forehead. "There. And now I'll go brush my teeth and drink a tall glass of orange juice which will make me completely immune to all disease."

"That's my girl," Lewis grinned and sighed back contentedly into his pillows.

And Cleo's returning blush said nothing to the contrary.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** D'aaaw. I missed them being cute together. :) I also want a glass of orange juice every time I reread this chapter, which is odd, but... maybe it'll keep me immune to all disease! Do y'all like how I slipped the title in there with Lewis and his rambling? It made my Beta snork in amusement. :P


	25. Chapter 25

**xxv.**

An array of outfits haphazardly sorted by colour pallets and level of formality were strewn across Cleo's bed as Rikki systematically rejected each one in frustration. She had _no_ idea what she was supposed to wear to a dinner at her impending in-law's house, but she was very close to abandoning the entire process of decision-making and going in her stretchiest pants and most comfortable top. Cleo's nervous grimace was enough to tell Rikki what she thought of her choice before she'd even said a word.

"It's not that the top isn't pretty. It's just very... bright. And... swirly. It kind of makes me dizzy to look at."

Rikki glowered menacingly, even though she knew Cleo was right. She'd taken her up on her offer to help find a suitable outfit, thinking with Cleo's eagerness to please they'd be able to find something in no time. But even Cleo was not very generous with her compliments today, and everything suggested was met with a furrowed brow and a critical word.

"What if you try on the red blouse again? You love red."

"Yeah, but I have nothing to wear _with_ it since you rejected the only pants I like. Can't I just go in a two piece?"

"Um..." Cleo wasn't sure how serious Rikki was—her severe sarcasm had only intensified since pregnancy—but she thought it safest to answer as if she meant every word. "I don't think it's a pool party."

"Sure, but I'll throw on a cover up and it'll be just like a fancy gown! Only comfortable."

Cleo gave her the best chiding look she could muster. "Don't you want to make a good impression?"

"Do I?" Rikki muttered, and fell back onto the bed, not caring how many items she was wrinkling by lying on top of them. "I just want to survive tonight without harming either Zane's dad or my own mental wellbeing."

To tell the truth, Rikki was afraid of embarrassing Zane with some stupid mistake regarding her clothing, speech, or behaviour, but pride wouldn't allow her to confess such a thing to Cleo. She was also growing nervous about how she was going to tell Zane about the locket. It wasn't that she felt a general need to ask permission regarding what she intended to do with her things, but obviously a locket given upon the promise of marriage was different than a trinket given on any other day. Rikki knew he was still as intent to keep his promise that she would have a real engagement ring just as soon as he found it, but she didn't want to be without the only symbol of their impending union at such an important event.

"Hey, Cleo. Do you mind if I wear the locket tonight?"

"Of course not!" Cleo scurried to her treasure box where she kept all her smallest sentimental accessories. "You definitely should wear it. Tonight and whenever else you need to." She held it out eagerly on its chain. "We can sort of have... joint custody!"

Rikki made amorous eyes at Cleo and in an exaggerated high pitched tone said, "Oh, Cleo. It's so romantic when you say it like that!"

Cleo rolled her eyes, but her comeback was stopped short by the announcement of a visitor by the doorbell. At the way her face lit up, Rikki thought it must be Lewis. That would mean no more outfit help from Cleo. She would be completely distracted the rest of the evening.

She raised an eyebrow suspiciously. "Are you expecting someone?"

"Ye... no! Why would you ask?" Cleo tried to make her expression as innocent as possible. "Let's go see who it is!" she cried, while bounding down the stairs two at a time.

Rikki followed her half heartedly, not believing for a moment that Cleo didn't know who was at the door. "Um..." She paused before answering, "Maybe _you_ should get the door."

"You know I don't like surprises," Rikki said with an irritated huff.

"This is a good one. Just trust me."

Despite her feeling no such trust that this was going to be a wanted distraction unless it was a large pizza with extra cheese and sauce being delivered, Rikki opened the door as suggested.

Zane stood outside, dressed as formally as Rikki had dreaded the festivities to demand, including jacket and tie. He held in his hands a large rectangular box wrapped with a bow, and a single rose which he offered to Rikki.

"A rose for the lady," he said roguishly, raising his eyebrows in an exaggerated fashion.

"You're an hour early," Rikki stated, but still accepted the flower. "And I don't have anything to wear so I might go naked tonight."

"As exciting as that would be for me," he grinned, stepping inside, "I think I have something that might help."

Rikki warily positioned herself on the couch to be able to open her present. Folded into the tissue paper was something entirely in red. She took it out to reveal a long dress, virtually backless with a halter top front, and made of material that flowed enough not to cling to her and showcase the growing Guppy. She and Zane had discussed announcing her pregnancy at a later date; after his dad had spent some time with them as a couple and was given a little while to process the concept of his son's marriage.

The fact that his mum wouldn't be present didn't escape Rikki. They were in similar straits regarding mother figures. The difference being Zane got a postcard now and then with a line or two about the ex-Mrs Harrison's adventures, while Rikki hadn't heard from her mum since she'd split. With such bad experience with mothers, Rikki suppressed her own urge to escape the terrifying situation she was in.

But that wouldn't do with such a dashing fellow waiting for his accompaniment to dinner. Rikki refrained from any affluent praise for the dress until she'd put it on and swished several times in front of the mirror to ascertain its level of suitability.

It was perfect. Pretty, but not stuffy or too formal. Cool and comfortable, and best of all, _red_. After months of having to choose between pretty things and comfortable things, it felt wonderful to feel both at once. And from the way Zane was beaming at her re-entrance into the front room, it was evident that she looked as lovely as she felt.

"Just needs the finishing touch," Zane said mysteriously. He came very close to Rikki, almost as if to kiss her, but at the last moment he clasped something behind her neck and Rikki felt a cold weight settle under her collarbone. She peered down to see another locket—almost an exact replica of the one given to her when Zane proposed, only the stone above this new locket was red rather than blue.

"I found another one," he announced with pride. "Just stumbled across it while passing a second hand shop. I couldn't believe it! Cleo said you like red, so... I thought this would match more of your clothes than the blue."

"Is that why you refused to compliment _any_ of my clothes?" she shot at Cleo who was trying to make herself invisible against the wall. "So I wouldn't pick anything to wear until Zane could get here?"

"_Well_, I _meant_ to pretend just to keep you occupied longer, but it turned out I didn't really have to pretend." She shrugged sheepishly. "Sorry?"

"Liar," Rikki muttered in good humour. "You're not in the least bit sorry."

"Shall we?" Zane offered his arm to Rikki as Cleo held the door open for them, giggling at the success of her conspiracy.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** I am about to do something spectacular and post the last two chapters of this story right now. This update being the third-to-last. So even though you're getting a sudden ALL THE THINGS update, I would not mind at all if you felt compelled to review each one. :) Just sayin.
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**xxvi.**

They went down the back steps, around the expertly trimmed shrubs rather than walking straight up the tree-lined cobblestones to the front door. Rikki stifled a snicker at the elaborate spread set up under a giant awning by the pool. Maybe she could have worn her bather after all.

A woman with softly curled blonde hair and manicured nails was putting the finishing tweaks on a colourful centrepiece mostly comprised of pineapples and cherries. When she stood up to survey her work, it was clear that she certainly didn't believe in hiding her assets. The dress she wore was clingy as it was short, and the pink-orange of the pattern was barely a more vivid hue than her unnaturally tan skin.

"_Malibu Barbie_?" Rikki whispered in Zane's ear as she approached, earning herself a barely contained laugh from Zane.

"Uh, Rikki, this is Candy, my dad's... um... what exactly _are_ you doing here, Candy?"

"Oh!" Candy seemed delighted by Zane's question, making Rikki wonder if all her artificial tanning had fried her brain cells. "Well, your father wanted to make sure everything was set up nicely, seeing as you said you had a special announcement and were bringing a guest. I had no idea she'd be such a glamorous guest! You sly, sly bloke!" Her trilling laugh ended with a merry squeak. "Right this way, kids. Harrison will be out any minute. Said he forgot something in the house. Men," she giggled, shaking her head at Rikki, "always forgetting something, right?"

"Sure," Rikki replied, not at all following what was so funny.

Dr Bennett came out by way of the sliding side door, depositing a tiny square box into the pocket of his suit jacket. Introductions were made, and it did not escape Zane's notice when his dad didn't tell Rikki to address him as Harrison. That wasn't a great sign, but he was willing to overlook it for the sake of an easier dinner.

Their dinner itself began pleasant enough, if not a bit awkward. Dr Bennett asked Rikki about her favourite classes and future plans, all of which she averted answering as graciously as she could.

"So, Zane. What's the big announcement?"

"I suppose," he began, looking to Rikki for a nervous smile of encouragement, "the best thing is just to out and say it. Rikki and I are getting married."

"Zane, this isn't the time to make jokes."

"I'm not joking, Dad. Rikki and I are getting married. With or without your consent. Maybe it won't be legal without you, but it'll mean something to us."

"Did you knock her up? I can't imagine why else you'd insist on marrying someone you barely know before graduating high school."

"Dad..." Zane warned, but he didn't correct him.

"What? Are you telling me she _is _pregnant? I can't believe this, Zane!"

"Mr Bennet..." Rikki started, about to interject that her pregnancy was not Zane's fault, but considering the lack of explanation she'd be able to provide, she let herself be silenced by Harrison's threatening glare. It took everything in her not to snap back with a clever put-down. She wanted Zane to be proud of her. She wanted to prove she could get through this without embarrassing him any worse than her very presence must.

"Zane, may I speak to you in private for a moment?" he glowered.

Their supposed private conversation took place a few kilometres away and went on loud enough for both women to hear perfectly from their seats at the table.

"What do you know of this _Rikki_?" He said her name like she was a newly discovered feral species.

"Enough to know that I love her and want to spend the rest of my life with her."

Rikki ducked her head, unable to hide her blush from Candy who winked, smiling brightly at her as if there was nothing awkward about their eavesdropping.

"And what about her background? Her family? Do you know who they are?"

"That doesn't matter to me," Zane replied impatiently.

"It should. I have a strong family image to uphold. _We_ have an image to uphold. I can't have you letting mistakes like this bring us down."

"And what about Candy? How does _she_ fit into your strong family image?"

Rikki cast a glance her way, but Candy was completely unconcerned with everything except catching the cherry from the bottom of her glass.

"Candy may not be the sharpest tack in the drawer, but she's from an affluent family and knows how to carry herself. She saved me a lot of money tonight when I might otherwise have had to hire a caterer."

"Right. A live-in caterer. So you're using her as much as she's using you. Great relationship advice, Dad." He took a single breath. "Thanks for the chat, but I think it's time Rikki and I left. Dinner was great. We won't be wasting your resources again."

Harrison stopped him by grabbing hold of his arm.

"Zane, you're being unreasonable. Think about what this means. This isn't a situation you can fix with a shotgun wedding. If things go sour, you'll be paying child support for the rest of your life. Marry the girl and there's no getting out of that. How far along is she?"

"What?"

"She's not showing yet," he said with a cursory glance Rikki's way. "It probably isn't too late to take care of the problem before it gets any worse."

"The... _problem_?" Zane shook his way out of Harrison's grip, near to bursting with ire. "I see how it is with you. Anyone who doesn't fit into your perfect little plan is a problem. Is that why you chased Mum away? She didn't suck up to your stupid business partners or pull her punches when your head got too big for that hundred-dollar haircut. You know, I used to think I was lucky. That as hard as you were on me, at least I had one parent who didn't abandon me. But you turned out to be the worse of the two."

Harrison watched in stony silence as Zane ushered his fiancée away from the dinner table and back the way they'd come. It wasn't until they'd almost left the perfectly tended property that they heard Harrison running after them. He confronted Zane again, acting as if Rikki wasn't even there.

"How dare you do this to me, Zane."

"How dare _I_? What is in the water you're drinking that you're turning this on me?"

"You've ruined what was supposed to be a lovely dinner between family at the end of which I intended on proposing to Candy and having you welcome her as your stepmother. But clearly, you're too selfish to let anyone else have a little bit of the spotlight because you have to throw a childish tantrum as soon as you don't get your way."

"_Propose_? To Candy?" Zane laughed derisively. "Is that what's in your pocket, Dad? Tell me that's not Granddad's ring."

"It is. And why shouldn't I be in possession of such a thing?"

"Because Granddad gave it to _me_. He knew you'd try to take it for yourself, so he put it in writing that the ring was going to me. I hoped I wouldn't have to resort to dragging the law into this, but you have no claim to that. Why do you do this? You could buy a hundred rings, but you take the one that means something to me!"

"That's ridiculous! Fine. You can have your trinket." He threw the box to the ground as if he honestly didn't care what happened to it. "Like you said, I can afford a hundred just like it. You know how, Zane Bennett? Because I worked hard to keep my position and wealth, and here you are, about to throw it all away on some gold-digging slut."

Zane pulled his arm back, readying to swing a punch, but Rikki held him back. Although she was not about to let Harrison have the last word.

"Hey!" she snapped, "Why don't you back off, and stop running your mouth like you know anything about me, okay? I may not have two loving parents and a fancy mansion with a housekeeper, but neither does Zane as far as I can see. The way you behave, Zane can't have any of this without you breathing down his back and making him miserable. And if the choice is for us to be together in a dumpy trailer, or living separate lives rolling in money, I know what my choice would be. And I think you'd be surprised at Zane's choice too if you'd ever bother getting to know your own son.

You can think me a gold digger all you like, Dr Bennett. But I'd take a good long look in the mirror at your own priorities before accusing me of being after the money. I hope you're happy together," she added, nodding back towards the pool where Candy was most likely still trying to make sense of the drama that had just transpired in her hearing. "But I think she deserves someone better than you."

She maintained a haughty stroll, surprised at how moveable she was in her dress, until they'd more than certainly passed out of sight of Harrison Bennett, and the grand house no longer loomed in the background. Then, after a time of nervous lip-chewing and replaying the confrontation in her mind, she broke down.

"I'm sorry!" she cried abruptly. "I'm so stupid! I should have just... let you punch him. No, I should have known how to talk him down before it got to that point. I'm sorry. I'm an embarrassment." Rikki covered her face with her hands, blushing furiously.

"Rikki, you gorgeous idiot, come here," Zane insisted, tugging on her wrists until she ventured to look up at him. "I swear, I have never been more proud of you."

"But I ruined dinner."

Zane chuckled. "That was the best 'family' dinner I've ever experienced. I got you in a stunning red dress, saw my dad knocked off his high horse, and it ended before the weird desserts came out."

"Desserts?" Rikki raised an eyebrow, "As in multiple? Maybe we should go back and apologise," she suggested, only half joking.

"Hah! Not a chance! I am hungry, though..." Zane pat his stomach mournfully. "Those portions were inhumane."

"Burgers?" Rikki grinned. "And then ice cream?"

"At least two scoops..." he grinned back, drawing her in to walk sidled up to him.

"...of each flavour!" she ended, more than happy to oblige him with their closeness.

"Just promise me you won't let him upset you," he said with meaning. "This," he motioned to her and their growing Guppy, "this is my family now. I don't care what Dad thinks, as long as the two of you are happy."

Rikki snuggled even closer into his side and let him lead her away to a _real_ family dinner and the promise of multiple desserts. _She_ was certainly happy. And if the impertinent kick she felt from Guppy was any indication, so was the smallest member of their family.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Speaking of multiple desserts, today I had an authentic Belgian Waffle with berries and cream, and I just about died of happiness. I mean, the moment of first biting into this waffle compares to living in Scotland with your best friend and being proposed to by the man of your dreams. And those things happened to me, so I can say that with confidence. Seriously, go find somewhere that sells real Belgian Waffles and "treat yo'self." You won't be sorry!
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**Epilogue**

Cleo had never been so sad in her life. Maybe that was a little exaggeration, she thought to herself as Lewis pressed her hand and sweetly kissed her cheek, but she was certain that it ranked at least among the top three most heartbreaking moments of her life. Because as she looked down at the squirming pink bundle in Rikki's arms, she felt with a surprising intensity that she wanted a squirming bundle of her own, and she wanted it so badly that her whole self seemed to ache with the wanting.

Guppy had a proper name, now: Sophie Bennet; and although it suited her perfectly, every one of the persons who hovered over the new arrival knew that her mum and dad would never completely do away with her first nickname. If sentimental reasons weren't enough, the presence of a shimmering, coral-coloured tail upon her birth made it impossible to give up the name. Her tail was curled up against her when first born, something Rikki was thankful for, but straightened out just a few hours after making her entrance into the world. They thought it might disappear once she was scrubbed dry, but the tail remained. She was a mermaid, through and through.

In typical male fashion, neither Zane nor Lewis had considered the problem of a mermaid birth and how it would shake the medical institution beyond recovery were they all to be discovered by Rikki delivering at hospital. It took the combined efforts of a very pregnant Rikki and a frantic Cleo to convince Lewis to learn everything he could about childbirth—and the births of many other creatures besides—before Rikki was ready to deliver her special bundle.

Now that it was over, Cleo supposed they might laugh about it someday; the ridiculous notion of bringing Rikki to the moon pool cave to be as far away from civilisation as was safe; the near hysterical sight of Lewis decked out in full scrubs and gloves as he manipulated fluids like a very frightened magician, and the intense concentration of Zane's expression as he tried using his powers of cooling to counterbalance Rikki's propensity to set the moon pool boiling whenever the labour pains grew severe.

As for Cleo, she was more than proud of the way she'd helped where the guys couldn't; in generally remaining level-headed and optimistic, and following Lewis's instructions in the more delicate matters that required closer contact with Rikki's most feminine parts.

She couldn't say how they'd managed, but they had. And the little Guppy was born as loud and pink as any normal infant—pinker, even, with her impressive little tail that Cleo found utterly adorable. Rikki was glad of the excuse to transform once her Guppy's mewling became consistently demanding. Not only was her daughter granted immediate access to her food source, but the transformation to a tail magically relieved almost all of the excruciating new pains the effort of giving birth had produced. She was too frightened to give birth in such a state, but if there was ever a next time, she thought she might try it in full mermaid form to see if it was any more comfortable.

"Are you okay?" Lewis whispered, evidently noticing the tears that had begun to trickle down Cleo's cheeks.

"Yeah, I' m okay." Cleo hastily wiped away the evidence of her emotions to prevent a sudden tail appearance should Lewis decide to kiss her cheek again. They were safe enough in the cave, but she didn't want a single thing to ruin the moment. Well, anything other than her greediness for a baby of her own.

She knew it was crazy. She and Lewis had only been dating for some months now, and though the topic of sex had been _discussed_ in almost every situation imaginable, they had not yet breached that physical milestone. Lewis knew that because of the affect bodily fluids had on him, it would be nearly impossible to make love to Cleo in a fully human form, except in ways that sounded extremely uncomfortable to her, and that Lewis did not recommend.

They _could_ wait for a full moon. Sometimes a full moon allowed Lewis to keep his legs, even after fully submerging in the water. It wasn't a certainty, but it happened more times than it didn't when the moon was full, although there was the additional risk of moon fever taking over and Lewis having no memory of the act—something he was most stubbornly against. Otherwise, Cleo would just have to get used to the thought of having her first time with Lewis the Fish, as he still jokingly called himself when self-disparaging language seemed called for.

She wanted to do it right, though. She didn't want a clumsy proposition on the beach where they fumbled about, wondering if it was the right time to be doing it. She wanted an official proposal, a real wedding, a wedding night, and _then_ the little pink bundle that mewed like a kitten when Mummy's milk offering didn't reach its mouth quite fast enough.

She could picture each step perfectly; where he would choose to pop the question, how many times she would squeal "yes!" before he'd get the ring on her finger, what her wedding dress would look like, how many and what kinds of flowers Rikki would wear in her hair as her maid of honour, and the scent of the candles she'd choose for their first night.

She was still a little frightened of the ocean; of the moon, and its pull on Lewis. Happy as she was at the way things had turned out for her friends, and thrilled as she was to be Rikki's maid of honour at their simple beachside ceremony, she couldn't help sighing wistfully at the thought that they would never remember the night their Guppy was conceived due to the inexplicable powers of moon fever.

Watching Rikki kiss her downy baby's head as she slept full and content against her chest, Cleo didn't think such things bothered her now. Even the impressive diamond ring that glistened on her finger, the one that Zane had finally put in her possession as promised on their engagement, was all but forgotten in favour of her merling's pretty face.

"Lewis..." Cleo finally said in a hush, "I really wouldn't mind being like Rikki and Zane. You know, marrying young. Having babies right away."

"But I'm part fish," he reminded her, "What if we have a little mermaid, too?"

"I thought of that, and at first it was scary, but looking at baby Sophie, little mermaids are _so cute_! And then Guppy will have a friend! And they could have play dates!"

He answered in a way that was so typically Lewis, so extraordinarily underwhelming, that she couldn't help but kiss him, tail appearance or no.

"I guess I need to find a real job."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Well, dear readers... it is that time once more. The time for farewells and "aw, it's over!?"s. I would say this is probably the last H2O fan fiction I have in me, but I thought that _The Dark Side of the Moon_ was the last one and here I ended up again, so I won't make sad speeches that may become untrue. :)

I hope each of you are having/have had/will continue to have a wonderful summer, and that this piece gave you some amusement. My next ventures are going to be in the Jane Austen realm, so for those of you whose tastes vary from magical mermaids to Regency romance, keep your eye out for those. :) Farewell for now!


End file.
